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ABSTRACT 
UNBUNDLING CONVENIENCE IN DISTANCE EDUCATION: 
HOW DO DISTANCE EDUCATION STUDENTS DEFINE CONVENIENCE? 
MAY 2008 
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The focus of this study is to examine the factors that comprise convenience for 
distance education students. The prevailing assumption regarding student selection of 
distance education is that the choice is directly related to convenience and the ability to 
control the time and place of their learning. Students are selecting and repeatedly taking 
distance education courses; this research sought to understand the reasons behind this 
selection. The premise of this study is there are many bundles that underlie the 
convenience in distance education and they are related to factors other than anywhere, 
anytime learning. Previous studies have relied on the use of survey data regarding 
students’ preferences regarding distance education. This study utilized a qualitative 
approach to allow the students to tell their own stories. Nine distance students attending 
community college were interviewed for this research. The student stories and 
experiences provide the data and basis for the findings of this study. Implications for 
future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Introduction to the Study 
Teachers open the door.. .you enter yourself. 
Chinese Proverb 
Ten years ago, the community college where I work decided it was time to 
become involved in distance education. The Vice President of Academic Affairs 
assigned that task to me. In 1998,1 was charged with creating a distance education (DE) 
program at the College. I am an administrator who oversees programs that cater to a 
student population who pursue their education on a non-traditional basis, not that of a 
typical full-time student. These students take courses and get their degrees while 
juggling other responsibilities such as full-time jobs and families. The chance to provide 
yet another venue for non-traditional students’ learning was a thrilling prospect for me. 
The opportunity to create a new program was very exciting. The DE program 
was started from scratch. My duties encompassed oversight of all aspects of creating this 
distance program, from getting it up and running to ensuring its continuous growth. This 
meant that I would be the point of contact for both students and faculty. 
In the infancy of the DE program, the staff included myself and a half-time 
faculty member who took care of the technical needs. The faculty member working with 
me, Professor Z, received course release(s) in exchange for his involvement with the DE 
program. Professor Z did the programming necessary for the software used for the DE 
courses and provided technical assistance to faculty. My role with the faculty DE 
developers included assistance with instructional design, pedagogical guidance and 
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support. In simplistic terms, this meant that I demonstrated and explained components 
that a good DE course should contain in order to engage students and Professor Z helped 
them actually accomplish this, from a technical standpoint, in their distance courses. 
Another distance education role of mine included dealing with students. In the 
early days, I would recruit the students into distance education1. My role dealing with 
students includes listening to their needs, concerns and dislikes regarding distance 
education courses. I am also the “first line” for student complaints. In short, I got to hear 
student opinions, the good, the bad and the ugly, first hand. 
Dealing with both ends of this continuum in distance education, the students who 
were taking the DE courses and the faculty who were creating and teaching DE courses 
provided me with a true “big pictured This was the beginning of my interest in why 
distance education was convenient for these students. It was a distinct advantage to have 
access to the perspectives of those who were directly involved with DE. This 
information was used in guiding the direction of our DE program. Students and faculty 
were eager to share what they felt were good aspects, as well as what was not; what 
worked and what did not work, with regards to the DE courses. This feedback was 
incorporated into our course design and, in some cases, course redesign. I believe this 
helped to strengthen our DE courses and program. The feedback also provided valuable 
insight into why DE was working for some students and, conversely, why it was not a 
good fit for other students. 
Throughout these 10 years, I kept hearing recurring half-truths and 
misconceptions regarding distance education. These half-truths and misconceptions 
1 Present DE recruitment is simply a part of the overall College recruitment efforts. 
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came from advocates, as well as detractors, of distance education. Some of these myths 
included; 1) students who cannot physically come to campus are the population that will 
take the DE courses, 2) DE courses are easier than on-site and not academically strong, 3) 
distance courses are inferior to on-site courses, 4) they are convenient for students who 
have busy lives, 5) it is a good way for students to fit more courses into their schedule, 6) 
students who take DE are socially inadequate and 7) any student would enjoy taking a 
DE course. Based upon my experience in growing the DE program from no courses to 
58 courses offered and approximately 1750 students enrolled in 2008, the above 
statements are at best, only partially true. 
It became evident early on, while growing this program, that distance education 
was not a match for everyone. I encountered faculty who had no interest in or any talent 
for developing and teaching on-line. I also came in contact with students who, despite 
the lure and promise of convenience, took a look at distance education and knew right 
away it was not for them. This was niche teaching and learning; there had to be an 
affinity for this differing method of teaching and learning. Not everyone could or wanted 
to be engaged in distance education. 
The students who tried distance education and then continued to select these 
courses as their primary method of learning fascinated me. The increasing enrollment 
and numbers of students engaged in DE confirmed that this method of learning was 
working for a certain population of students. I was interested in why this method of 
learning was a good match for these students. I wanted to understand the allure of 
distance education, from the perspective of the student. 
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As I began researching distance education, I found plenty of current literature that 
profiled the DE student, their characteristics and provided surface data on why students 
take DE courses (Cavanaugh, 2005; National Education Association, 2000; Sikora & 
Carroll, 2002). The data available that profiled DE students, presented the main reason 
that students were taking distance education courses was convenience. I was struck by 
the lack of research that sought to find out why distance education courses were a good 
fit for these students. The literature had done a good job of defining the statistics of the 
DE students and even asking why they were taking DE courses, but there was a gap when 
it came to understanding why students were engaged in distance education. The literature 
appeared satisfied with the answer of “convenience” (Cavanaugh, 2005; National 
Education Association, 2000; Sikora & Carroll, 2002). 
I was not satisfied with the answer of convenience, I wanted additional data. My 
interest is in finding out what comprised the bundles of convenience of distance 
education, what made these courses convenient for these students. As I began my 
research, my interested expanded to include discovery of what qualities in these students 
led them to consider distance education convenient. 
The premise for my theory that there must be more to convenience than simply 
ease of access and attendance was borne of several observations during my experience 
with distance education on my campus and perceptions of colleagues in the same arena. 
The enrollment in DE is increasing, so it is definitely a good fit for certain students. 
There are large numbers of students who repeatedly take DE courses and prefer them to 
on-site courses. There are also a good number of students who enroll in DE, access the 
course(s) and drop before the course starts or those students who complete one DE course 
4 
and never take another. This led me to believe that there is an unexamined quality about 
the convenience of distance education. If convenience simply meant ease of access, why 
would students be dropping these courses or never return, the convenience factor of DE 
had not changed between their registration and completion of the first course. I was 
convinced there were other factors that comprised the bundles of convenience in distance 
education. 
How could something in which the student bears most of the responsibility for 
learning and spends two to three times more on their DE class than they would in an on¬ 
site class be considered easier or convenient? My instincts were telling me that there was 
more to this than simple convenience. This formed the basis for my interest in this 
particular research study. What were the real reasons that had been labeled under the 
bundle of convenience that were the motivators for these distance education students? It 
is time to concentrate on the distance education student and why distance education really 
meets their particular learning needs. The questions that need to be asked in the course of 
DE research should be; why does distance education work for these students and how 
does the alternative delivery assist students in their learning. 
Statement of the Problem 
I recently read an article that concisely presents the problem. As Guess (2007) 
succinctly states, “A reluctance among potential students to embrace the concept of 
online education could also come from the way it’s often been marketed: as a 
convenience to busy adult learners with families and jobs.” The prevailing assumption is 
that distance education is for anyone who has a busy schedule. 
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We have all seen the ads that show people in front of computers, at work, at home 
with a baby on their lap, or sitting at the airport and the caption reads: earn your degree at 
your convenience, anywhere, anytime. Convenience is defined by Webster (1990) as 
“accessible or at hand; anything that saves work, adds to comfort, etc.”. Can the increase 
in students engaging in distance education be as simple as its convenience factor or are 
there reasons underlying convenience that draw students to distance education? Does the 
ability to take classes on a flexible schedule; while at work, while staying at home with 
the kids, in your pajamas, late at night or early in the morning add up to the only factors 
of convenience? Is it as simple as not having to be on campus or is there something else 
in the composition and delivery of distance course(s) that makes it an appealing way of 
participating in higher education? Is there something in the DE students’ personality and 
social composition that makes the courses convenient. The current literature has not 
addressed these questions. The survey data was satisfied with the answer of convenience. 
The numbers of students enrolling in distance education is increasing each year 
(Allen & Seaman, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007; Sikora & Carroll, 2002). What is 
drawing them to this form of higher education learning? Overwhelmingly, distance 
education students cite convenience as a factor in their selection of DE (Cavanaugh, 
2005; National Education Association, 2000; Sikora & Carroll, 2002). What does 
convenience really mean to a DE student? Is the ability to control time and place all that 
matters to the DE student? Is it possible that other educationally and socially related 
factors, which lead to the selection of distance education over face-to-face classes, have 
been bundled under the label of convenience? For example, does choosing distance 
education reflect a learning style choice, as well as a conscious effort not to physically be 
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present in the classroom with other students? This research hopes to provide answers to 
these questions. 
While convenience has been put forth as the major factor that leads students to 
distance education (Cavanaugh, 2005; National Education Association, 2000; Sikora & 
Carroll, 2002), the research has not unpacked what DE students mean by convenience. 
The anecdotal definition has relied on the premise that convenience means easier. There 
is a gap in the literature as it relates to a more careful examination of what convenience 
means for the DE student. Without this understanding, higher education may be ignoring 
some important reasons that students select DE and the opportunity to design courses that 
meet the learning needs of the DE student. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of students’ perception 
of what comprises convenience in DE courses. Through the use of interviews, this 
phenomenological study sought to gain insights into the reasons college students were 
selecting distance education classes over face to face classes. Numerous surveys ask this 
question of DE students and, overwhelmingly, convenience is a response that is given 
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002; Sikora and Carroll, 2002). When 
students cite convenience as the reason why they take DE courses, what does that really 
mean? The prevailing perception is that DE courses are convenient because students can 
learn on their time schedule or that these students can’t physically come to campus. Can 
it be that the convenience and allure of distance education is that simple or are there other 
factors that are in the bundle labeled convenience? This study wanted to make meaning 
of convenience in distance education by listening to the experiences and personal stories 
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of the distance education students interviewed. Through the students’ own words, it is 
hoped that a deeper understanding of their selection, continued participation and 
successes, as it relates to convenience, in distance education courses will be gained. 
Theoretical Perspective 
The framework for this study was drawn from the theoretical perspectives of 
learning styles and their importance to student learning and engagement with their 
courses. This study wanted to determine if there was a connection between the 
differentiated instruction and differing learning styles of distance learning and its 
relationship to the bundle labeled convenience. In order for something to be convenient, 
it would typically have to be something that did not cause too much extra effort. That is 
not the case with distance courses; the students are expected to spend more of their time 
on their DE courses than they would in face-to-face courses. 
The perspective of this study is the idea that distance education is convenient 
because it is a good match with the way DE students learn best and provides a means of 
engagement in which they are comfortable. DE is an environment in which they do not 
have to physically be present in a classroom, which puts them at ease and they find the 
milieu assists their learning. This study hopes to present a richer picture of the distance 
education student and their unique preferences. A better understanding of the DE 
student, one that goes beyond the “surface” profile of the DE learner and their reasons for 
success can assist institutions and faculty in strengthening their DE programs. 
This phenomenological study sought to make meaning of the phenomena through 
the words of those who have experienced it (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). This study sought 
to examine the underlying factors, in distance education, that get bundled under the label 
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of convenience and how they relate to the differentiated instruction and environment of 
distance education. These factors came to light during interviews with students, in which 
they related their experiences and feelings with regards to distance education. 
Methodological Perspective 
This study utilized a qualitative research methodology. The study sought to gain 
insight into the phenomenological experiences of those students engaged in distance 
learning. In-depth interviews with nine distance education students were conducted for 
this research study. The reasons for the appropriateness of selecting this methodology 
follow. 
The insights and experiences of students’ reasons for the selection of and 
preference for distance education cannot be observed. It is a phenomenon that is 
experienced by the participants. Those who have lived it, best describe it. A survey 
instrument would not yield rich answers, nor allow for follow-up questions or 
clarification (Cresswell, 1998, p. 19; Neuman, 2003, p.140; Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 
140). The interview format allowed the researcher to set the stage, but not guide the 
story. 
An advantage of the interview as a method of data collection is that it allows a 
participant to engage in conversation and relay their experiences to a person, another 
human being. The interview format lets participants tell their story to a person sitting 
across from them, who is genuinely interested in what they have to say. It allows the 
participant to share their experience and story, in their own words. 
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Significance and Limitations of the Study 
There are several areas of significance in this study. As distance education 
continues to grow and evolve, the challenge for the higher education community is to 
demonstrate what works for whom, under what circumstances and why it is successful 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998; Shea, 2006; Spooner, Jordan, Algozzine & Spooner, 2002; 
Swan, 2001; Willging & Johnson, 2004). This research aims to add to the knowledge 
base of why DE is a good fit for these students. The focus of this research will be 
collecting data related to why DE works for certain students; the benefits to students. 
The benefits that are derived from the convenience of distance education can be both 
actual and perceived. The actual are the discrete, documented, benefits derived from the 
distance delivery. The perceived benefits are those gained by students who do not have 
to physically present themselves in a face-to-face classroom. 
What in DE compels students to pursue their education via distance rather than 
on-site? This research is specifically aimed at the attraction and advantages that distance 
education holds for the students who enroll in these courses and if this equates to the 
label of convenience? As has been done in traditional classrooms, higher education 
needs to focus on student learning and the impact of the new and changing technologies, 
utilizing what we know about teaching and learning to further improve what goes on in 
the distance classroom (Bess, 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998; Schmidt, Shelley, Van 
Wort, Clayton & Schreck, 2000; Shea, 2006; Spooner, Jordan, Algozzine & Spooner, 
1999; Swan, 2001; Willging & Johnson, 2004). We know that distance education courses 
are presented and taught differently. Students who select DE are selecting a method of 
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learning that accommodates differing learning styles and a way of interacting with their 
classes and fellow students without having to engage in eye contact with them. 
This researcher is interested in exploring what part convenience plays in a 
distance education student’s selection of DE courses. How do the students define 
convenience, as it applies to distance education? Are learning styles are a part of the 
convenience of DE? Is the lack of the social setting and, for some, its accompanying 
pressures and distractions, a part of the lure and convenience in DE? This research will 
gather data to provide insight into what defines the bundles of convenience for the DE 
student. 
The limitations of this study include the small number of participants. Nine 
distance education students were interviewed. This limitation is recognized; it has a 
direct impact on the generalizability of the study. It was a deliberate decision, in order to 
gain rich, detailed data; it came at the expense of the generalizability. That should not 
diminish the utility of the research or its value to the collective body of knowledge. 
Chapter Descriptions 
Chapter One 
This chapter introduces the study. It begins with the researcher’s interest and 
involvement with the topic. The statement of the problem is presented. The purpose of 
the study is addressed in this chapter. Brief overviews of the theoretical and 
methodological perspectives are included to offer the reader a glimpse of what is to 
come. The main research questions are presented in this chapter. 
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Chapter Two 
A brief background of distance education and its context to the study is presented. 
In this chapter, the continued growth, as well as evolution, of distance education is 
outlined. This chapter provides context for the literature review and the focus of this 
research. 
Chapter Three 
This chapter contains a review of the relevant literature, as related to the study. 
The body of literature that was examined was related to distance education and what it 
can provide students. The literature regarding quality in distance education and 
comparisons to face-to-face classes is examined. The factors of community and its 
importance to distance education and distance education students is the focus of the 
second section. The third section reviews the body of literature regarding differentiated 
education and learning styles, as it relates to distance education. Data regarding the 
profile of the distance education student was also looked at in this review of the literature. 
Chapter Four 
This chapter details the methodology used in this study. A case for the use of 
qualitative research in this research study is presented. Examination of the advantages, as 
well as the limitations, of the methodology selected is set forth. The selection of 
participants is also explained in this chapter. A full description of the methodology and 
the related procedures are detailed. 
Chapter Five 
This chapter provides an introduction to the nine students that were interviewed 
for this study. A brief physical description of the students and his/her background 
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provides further insight into their narratives. It allows the reader to put their responses 
and feelings into context. It is hoped that the descriptions make them “people” and not 
simply human subjects. 
Chapter Six 
Chapter Five presents the findings. This chapter is the heart of the study. After 
reading the why and who of the study, this chapter provides the what. The students’ 
experiences and their reasons for taking distance education courses are revealed in this 
chapter. Their reasons, as they relate to the bundles labeled convenience are put forth in 
this chapter. The students’ stories, in their own words, are told in this chapter. 
Chapter Seven 
This last chapter provides the conclusions of the research study. It summarizes 
where the research started, how it progressed and where it concluded. The conclusions 
are presented in terms of significance to the body of knowledge. Limitations and 
generalizability of the study are discussed. This chapter concludes with an opinion on 
how further research could continue or expand upon this body of work. 
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CHAPTER II 
DISTANCE EDUCATION 
Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire. 
William Yeats 
Introduction 
The number of students enrolling in distance education is increasing each year 
(Allen & Seaman, 2005; Cavanaugh, 2005; Dutton, Dutton & Perry, 2002; National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2004; National Education Association, 2000; Noble, 
1998; Roach, 2002; Sikora & Carroll, 2002; Zirkle, 2003). The challenge for the higher 
education community, as distance education continues to grow and evolve, is to 
demonstrate what works for whom, under what circumstances and why it is successful 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998; Shea, 2006; Spooner, Jordan, Algozzine & Spooner, 1999; 
Swan, 2001; Willging & Johnson, 2004). To fully grasp the focus of this research study, 
it is helpful to understand the background of distance education. The evolution of DE 
directly relates to academe’s perception of both distance education and distance 
education students. 
Brief History and Context of Distance Education 
Valentine (2002) tells us: 
Before any discussion of distance learning, we need to look 
at the way the term has been defined in the past and how it is 
currently defined in the literature. The term can be used to describe 
any of a number of instructional situations. Although it is thought 
of as a new term, distance learning has been around for well over 
100 years. One of the earlier forms of distance learning was done 
through correspondence courses started in Europe. This stayed the 
primary means of distance learning until the middle of this century 
when instructional radio and television became more popular. ... 
As technology has changed, so has the definition of distance 
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learning. ... Today, the Internet and compressed video have taken 
distance learning in new directions, (p. 1) 
The predecessors to Distance Education (DE) courses were correspondence 
courses that utilized the postal service to “correspond”, by delivering the materials. 
These correspondence courses have been around in varying forms throughout the 20th 
century. Many of these correspondence courses consisted of packets of paper-based 
materials that were mailed to a student. They covered topics in subject matter and areas 
that would be considered adult education and special interest areas, not academic subject 
areas. 
These courses covered areas and topics like creative writing, drawing, 
bookkeeping, management, cartooning, small engine repair, etc. Students sent in a 
request and payment for these courses and were sent a packet of materials. The students 
taught themselves, learned on their own, and covered the material at their own pace. 
These correspondence courses had no tests, no homework and there was no instructor 
involved. These courses were not regarded as academically sound or academic caliber 
courses. In fact, these types of courses were not considered courses in the traditional 
sense. They were offered by “schools” not colleges or universities. In some cases, these 
types of correspondence courses were frequently advertised in the back of comic books 
or on matchbook covers, now you see them advertised on cable channels, late at night. 
The learning that occurred in these correspondence courses would be akin to giving 
someone a book and stating, this is all you need in order to learn this material. The 
memory of these types of courses remains and continue to be the perception of DE and 
reinforce the opinion of distance education being an inferior way of offering courses 
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Distance education that is not primarily paper-based has been around in various 
forms for approximately 20 years (Maloney, 1999; Miller, 2001; Yeung, 2001). The 
early forms of distance education were not much more than electronically presented 
correspondence courses. The difference was that the material was presented on a 
Website rather than mailed to the student. The Website was text and pictures. This early 
format lacked any interactivity. But, unlike the early version, the correspondence 
courses, these were being offered by colleges and universities and did include exams and 
homework. Exams had to be mailed back and forth, proctored at some location or the 
student would have to come on site to complete exams. 
As technology has evolved and improved in the past decade and a half, from the 
1990s until present, so have the delivery methods of the distance courses. The early days 
of DE still loom and help to perpetuate the perception of distance courses as being an 
inferior alternative to on-site classes (Letters to the Editor, 2003). Allen and Seaman 
(2003) state: 
“One of the most frustrating factors facing the early advocates of 
online learning was the perception that the quality of these offerings 
would always be inferior to that of face-to-face instruction. Whether this 
was based on experience with earlier generation "correspondence 
courses," or a belief that the essence of teaching is the irreplaceable 
quality of face-to-face interaction was unclear. What was clear, however, 
was that the belief that online learning was of lower quality was widely 
held (p. 3). 
The first generation of what is now considered DE courses was brought about as a 
result of technology that was becoming readily available and more commonly utilized in 
both the business and academic realms (Maloney, 1999; Miller, 2001). In the early 1980s 
the personal computer (PC) became a common sight on the majority of college campuses 
and in their computer labs. PCs became an option for people to have in their homes, they 
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were small, able to fit on a desk and the cost was relatively affordable for the middle 
class family (Kretovics & McCambridge, 2002). In the late 1980s, e-mail was beginning 
to become a popular and acceptable way of communicating with business colleagues and 
friends. 
In the 1990s, the World Wide Web, the Internet, was becoming an easy, quick 
source for finding information. People were “surfing the net,” looking for information 
without any particular topic in mind. The Internet could also be utilized to go directly to 
a source for information on a particular topic, without leaving the home or office, via the 
computer. People were beginning to post websites on a variety of topics, including 
themselves. The Internet connected people instantaneously to what sometimes appeared 
to be an endless source of information (Brown, 2000). This was the context for the first 
generation of distance courses. The first generation distance courses were offered by 
colleges and universities, both public and private, as an alternative to physically coming 
on campus. Higher education viewed distance courses as a way to expand their offerings 
to another population of students, and in turn, benefit financially from this new 
opportunity. 
This was the backdrop for the first generation of distance courses. These first DE 
courses utilized web sites as a means of dissemination of the material; they were almost 
electronic versions of the lecture notes. As is the case in a traditional classroom, the DE 
courses utilized a textbook. The interactions between the faculty member and the student 
are done via e-mail. Exams were either done through the mail or via the use of 
attachments to e-mails. While this first generation of DE courses were in academic areas 
and being offered by academic institutions, the level of interaction and class involvement 
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left a lot to be desired when compared to a traditional classroom. As technology evolved 
and improved, higher education transitioned to the second generation. 
These next iterations of distance education courses were vastly superior to the 
first generation DE courses. These courses are the present DE offerings and the types of 
DE courses that will be the focus of this paper. As a result of evolving technology, the 
current options for presenting course material that are available to faculty members 
teaching at a distance afford these classes the opportunity to be every bit as rich as their 
on-site counterparts. This current iteration of distance courses is very far removed from 
the early versions of distance education and expects the same outcomes, in terms of 
assignments, projects and the learning that occurs, as the on-site counterparts (Gimbert & 
Zemba-Saul, 2002; Kretovics & McCambridge, 2002; Laird, 2003; Miller, 2001). 
This current version of distance course uses a learning management system 
(LMS) to deliver the courses. LMS’s are interactive websites that have been designed by 
companies specifically for delivery of distance courses. Colleges purchase licenses to 
use these LMS’s and place their distance courses on these Learning Management 
Systems. Some of the larger LMS companies include Blackboard/WebCT, and 
Intraleam. 
A learning management system provides a shell that the college and/or faculty 
member can place the materials and components for their courses. The LMS shell 
typically includes areas for a syllabus, announcements, assignments, discussion boards, 
chat rooms, on-line testing and both student and faculty tools. The faculty tools allow 
them to create assignments and exams, post assignments, display or hide items based 
upon dates until a certain date, control the discussion board, set up grading, create groups 
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for e-mail, collect and distribute homework through a digital dropbox, as well as other 
tasks. The student tools allow students to submit homework, take on-line exams, create 
personal web pages, send e-mail to one, all or a select group of their fellow students, read 
or add to the discussion board, access a chat room and see their grades to date, among 
other things. 
A course site on an LMS is used in conjunction with a textbook. Textbook 
companies have spent tremendous amounts of money developing texts that are tied to 
LMS’s and include test banks, animations and interactive supplemental materials. The 
current options available to a faculty member teaching a distance course afford these 
classes the opportunity to be every bit as rich as their on-site counterparts. This current 
iteration of distance courses is very far removed from the early versions of distance 
education and expects the same outcomes as the on-site counterparts. 
There are many types and varieties of distance courses, including blended 
courses, which are courses that combine on-site and distance, those that utilize the web 
only as a supplement to an on-site class and those courses that are fully on line (Allen & 
Seaman, 2004). As Spooner, Jordan, Algozzine and Spooner (1999) state, the 
combinations of DE that can be offered are vast. Zirkle (2003) noted, “The new century 
brings continual technological change that will affect educational efforts in many respects 
and will have profound effects on distance education. Numerous technologies are 
currently used to deliver distance education and these will only advance and improve.” 
(p.3). For purposes of this research, the distance education courses referred to will be 
those that are delivered entirely on-line, where students are not required to come on 
campus to take them. The lecture notes, course material, exams, quizzes, class 
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discussions and homework are all done via the Internet. This distinction is important; 
students are responding that it is this method of learning, one that doesn’t require them to 
come on campus, which is convenient. Researching the reason(s) why this is considered 
convenient has not been addressed in the literature. 
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2002) data, the 
current profile of the typical distance education student is not one of a traditional 
undergraduate, but one who is older (age >= 24), is married or has family responsibilities, 
works 18 to 40 hours per week, and is not a residential student. The typical DE student is 
someone who may be pursuing a degree or someone simply taking courses and personal 
or professional enrichment underlies their motivation for engaging in higher education. 
This is a profile that is typically associated with a non-traditional student. The data also 
show that 8 - 10% of all college students are pursuing their education via distance 
courses. This statistic bears out the need for higher education to be engaged and 
interested in research related to this segment of students. As Pascarella and Terenzini 
(1998) tell us, the “typical” student in the 21st century is no longer the white, 
undergraduate student in their late teens, living on campus, studying full-time and 
without family responsibilities, and those in higher education cannot afford to ignore this 
in our research. 
Growth of Distance Education 
The number of distance education courses and institutions offering distance 
courses has grown dramatically over the last decade (Cavanaugh, 2005; Dutton, Dutton & 
Perry, 2002; National Education Association, 2000; National Center for Educational 
Statistics, 2004; Noble, 1998; Roach, 2002; Sikora & Carroll, 2002; Zirkle, 2003). This 
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growth can be attributed to a variety of reasons. Advances in and availability of the 
technology is one factor related to the growth of DE (Cavanaugh, 2005). Many homes, 
businesses, schools and libraries have computers and Internet access. Additionally, 
computers and the Internet are relatively simple to use, familiar and a part of every day 
lives for a large sector of the population (Brown, 2000). DE has the ability to attract a 
different type of student, a student who is not a traditional learner, one who may be 
outside an institutions geographic area and does not require or want a traditional 
classroom experience. The need for increased enrollments by institutions due to 
shrinking funding has been a factor in implementing or increasing enrollment in DE 
(Ives, 2006; Noble, 1998). 
The distance education student is a growing segment of higher education students 
(Allen & Seaman, 2006) Allen and Seaman (2006) present this data regarding the rise in 
DE students; in 2002 there were 1.6 million DE students (defined as taking at least one 
on-line course), in 2003 the DE students numbered 1.9 million, in 2004 there were 2.3 
million DE students and 3.2 million students enrolled in at least one DE course in 2005. 
More than half the students taking DE courses in 2005, 1.6 million of them are those 
taking courses at two-year higher education institutions. 
We are aware from various survey data that the typical DE student is a particular 
type of student; a non-traditional student. This group of students state that they are taking 
courses in this venue because of convenience. Do we really believe that these students 
are selecting this method learning simply because of convenience and the anywhere, 
anytime availability? Stereotypically, we get these types of comments from students and 
there is some measure of truth in this response, but it would appear that the convenience 
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in distance education is more complex than any one of those points. If these stereotypes 
regarding the selection and convenience of distance education are perpetuated and taken 
at face value, higher education will not be able to focus on the important areas that need 
to be researched regarding distance education. 
22 
CHAPTER III 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature regarding distance 
education. There is a growing body of literature regarding distance education courses. 
There is less that is devoted to the distance education student and their particular 
educational needs. The first section of this chapter will focus on the quality in distance 
education. Inherent in quality with regards to distance education is the comparison to on¬ 
site and the inevitable, “is it as good as face-to-face?”. This section includes factors of 
satisfaction for DE students. 
From there, the second section will address the sense of community in distance 
education. The factors of community, their importance to student success and retention 
will be addressed. Included in this section will be the factors that relate to attrition, as 
they are conversely related to success and persistence. The last section will focus on the 
literature that relates to learning styles and differentiated education. This body of 
literature provides the backdrop of the complexity related to distance education, how it 
meets students’ wants, and the need for further study about why students are selecting 
distance education. 
The available literature has provided much data. This chapter provides a synopsis 
of what has been studied, with regards to distance education. It begins with what was 
first looked at in DE, the courses themselves and their quality. The look at quality 
included student satisfaction with distance education. The areas studied in DE then 
moved on to success, retention and community. While all of this data is important and 
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tells us much about the DE courses, there is much that the literature does not reveal. The 
missing information is the unique needs of the distance student and how DE meets those 
needs. Learning styles and their importance to DE are being studied, this is a step in the 
right direction. In reviewing the literature, it is very evident that there is much that we do 
not know and serious questions that have not been asked about the distance education 
student and their needs. 
Quality in Distance Education 
The Technology 
The advances in information technology have added different dimensions and 
possibilities to distance education teaching and learning and as a result, it has become a 
powerful learning tool (McDonald, 2002). Distance education courses can be as varied 
as face-to face courses but the courses need to have certain important features in order to 
provide student satisfaction and retention (Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; McDonald, 2002; 
Swan, 2001). McDonald (2002) asked the question; is “as good as face-to face” as good 
as it gets? When distance courses are being looked at for quality, factors of satisfaction, 
and the level of interactivity, should we be looking to see if they are as good as the 
traditional class or should we be holding them to a different standard (McDonald, 2002)? 
Technology and its ability to enhance and enrich the classroom environment is 
seen as a positive factor in distance education courses (Childers & Berner, 2000; 
Defining and Assessing E-Learning, 2004; Gimbert & Zemba-Saul, 2002). Several 
studies detail the variety of opportunities available for interaction, accommodating 
differing teaching and learning styles and building a sense of community that simply are 
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not present in an on-site classroom (Childers & Berner, 2000; Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; 
McDonald, 2002; Young, 2002). 
Twigg (2000) states that higher education'has been confusing face-to-face contact 
with interaction. Interaction doesn’t necessarily occur simply because it is face-to-face 
contact and correspondingly, interaction can happen when it is not a face-to face meeting 
(Letters to the Editor, 2003; Twigg, 2000; Young, 2002). The focus of faculty and 
administration should be on improving the interaction in all courses, not just those that 
are delivered via the Internet (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996; Olivas, 2005). 
As Twigg (2000) points out, rather than continuously debating whether distance 
education can be as good as face-to-face, we should be looking at things such as; the 
types of students that benefit from on-line learning, what outcomes are expected, and 
how much interaction is needed in an on-line environment. Distance learning can be 
every bit as interactive and educationally sound as the on-site courses (Allen & Seaman, 
2003; Childers & Berner, 2000; Faculty Development Builds on Face-to-Face Strengths, 
2004). To say otherwise of distance courses, not only disparages the institutions that are 
offering these distance courses, but also the faculty who are teaching and developing 
these courses. Distance education provides additional options for students and higher 
education institutions to take advantage of differing learning opportunities (Brown, 2000; 
McDonald, 2002; Paskey, 2001; Privateer, 1999; Swan, 2001, Thomson, 2003). 
Distance courses, those courses that do not meet in a classroom, but are delivered 
via one or more electronic mediums, such as the Internet or video conferencing systems, 
are being offered in increasing numbers by higher education institutions (Allen & 
Seaman, 2006; Maloney, 1999). There is a perception, based largely on anecdotal 
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information, that distance education courses are inferior to traditional classes and that the 
retention rate is not very high in distance education courses (Carr, 2000; Merisotis & 
Phipps, 1999; Sherritt, 1996; Thomson, 2003). These are courses in which there is 
interaction between the students and other students, as well as with the faculty member. 
The content that is covered in a distance course is the same as the on-site counterparts, 
but it is being presented differently. 
The perception of distance courses has sometimes been one of students teaching 
themselves (again the correspondence course viewpoint). Twigg (2000) offers a counter 
to this point of view, by stating that the majority of learning in life occurs independently. 
We tell our on campus students, as a rule of thumb, that they can expect to spend 2-3 
hours studying, on their own, for each hour of class work; is this not students teaching 
themselves to some degree (Twigg, 2000)? Why is this acceptable for on-site courses 
and not for on-line courses? 
It is the difference in presentation and lack of face-to-face contact that prompts 
examination of the factors that affect student retention in distance courses. Just as 
academe is concerned with retention and the factors that contribute to retention in on-site 
courses and programs, that same interest is also being extended to distance courses (Bess, 
1998; Ehrmann, 1995; Morgan & Tam, 1999). According to Bess (1998), “This includes 
a more intense reexamination of the tried and true methods of instruction, as well as a 
consideration of emerging technologies.” (p. 3). 
Factors of Satisfaction in Distance Education Courses 
Identification of the factors that provide a satisfying experience for distance 
education students can provide information that can be used to improve retention rates in 
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distance courses (Bocchi, Eastman, & Swift, 2004; Ehrmann, 1995; Morgan & Tam, 
1999) . Students who are reporting positive experiences with distance education courses 
provide insight into what is being done correctly.' This information can be used as a basis 
for improvement of other distance courses. 
Course Design 
Design factors can affect student satisfaction and perceived learning in 
asynchronous on-line courses and this is one area being investigated to identify factors of 
student satisfaction (Swan, 2001). The Swan (2001) study provided data that indicated 
students who experienced high levels of interactivity felt more satisfied with the distance 
courses. According to Swan (2001), the framework for interactivity can be built into the 
design of distance courses in a number of different ways, including group work, use of 
discussion boards, chat rooms and interactive exercises by students and faculty. 
The use of technology to build community in a “classroom” is another factor of 
student satisfaction being looked at, in distance education courses (Childers & Berner, 
2000; Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2000). Supportive social relationships were 
examined as a factor of student satisfaction in distance education (Lesniak & Hodes, 
2000) . Brown (2000) studied student satisfaction with distance education, in relation to 
the following factors: collaboration, learning communities and accommodation of 
different learning styles in distance education courses. The frameworks for these factors 
to occur in distance education courses can be built into the design of the courses (Brown, 
2000; Childers & Berner, 2000; Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; Institute for Higher Education 
Policy, 2000; Swan, 2001). 
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Childers and Berner (2000) used a case study methodology to examine the design 
of a distance course and how it could incorporate classroom interaction into the design. 
They were granted access to the redesign of a Literature of Journalism course that had 
been previously taught on-site, as it was being redesigned for web delivery. They also 
had access to the course as it was being taught. 
Midway through the course, three surveys were sent via e-mail to the students in 
the distance course and these were returned to a third person for purposes of anonymity. 
The three surveys addressed the students perception of the following areas; the quality of 
the distance experience, the course content, instructor interaction and the course and the 
technology. The response rate was approximately fifty percent (Childers & Berner, 
2000). 
The findings included responses indicating that technology can be used to 
effectively build community in an on-line classroom. The student responses were very 
positive with regards to the quality of the technology and ease of use, all the students 
reported being comfortable with using the technology. The second survey focused on the 
course content and interaction with the instructor, the students’ response was positive. 
The last survey asked about the course and the technology. Again, the results were very 
positive and indicated that students were more satisfied than they had thought they would 
be upon entering the course and were pleased at the level of interactivity (Childers & 
Bemer, 2000). 
Overall, the case study results demonstrated that the distance learning options and 
practices available in this course enhanced the class material and increased the interaction 
with the students and faculty (Childers & Bemer, 2000). According to Childers and 
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Bemer (2000) distance education courses can require an instructor to deal with pedagogy 
and technology issues and problems that they may not encounter in an on-site course, but 
the solutions that are developed can be applicable to any classroom. 
Interaction 
Distance education courses can be as varied as face-to face courses but the 
courses need to have certain important features in order to provide student satisfaction 
(Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Swan, 2001). Integral to student satisfaction 
and persistence in distance education is a sense of community, inclusion, and interaction 
with their faculty member and fellow students (Lesniak & Hodes, 2000, McDonald, 
2002; Swan, 2001). If students are engaged and feel they are active contributors to the 
course they are more likely to persist and feel they are experiencing learning (Lesniak & 
Hodes, 2000). 
The Swan (2001) study sought to identify types of interactivity that may affect 
student satisfaction and learning in distance education courses. Utilizing the State 
University of New York (SUNY) Learning Network (SLN), that had 3,800 students 
enrolled in 264 on-line courses in the spring of 1999, all students were asked to complete 
an on-line survey (Swan, 2001). The survey was a quantitative, multiple-choice 
instrument that did allow for comments at the end of the survey. The return rate of 37%, 
1,406 surveys, was considered a very good response rate (Swan, 2001). 
The findings indicated high levels of satisfaction with the courses and the learning 
the students felt took place. The survey results also provided evidence that students felt 
that the level of interaction with the course materials, faculty member and her students in 
class was higher than in traditional courses (Swan, 2001). 
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The Swan (2001) study also identified a correlation between students who felt 
they had experienced high levels of interactivity with faculty and consequently felt they 
had experienced higher levels of learning than those students who felt they had less 
interactivity. These findings are consistent with the findings in the Childers and Berner 
(2000) study that found distance learning actually enhanced the content learning and the 
interaction between students. Students who felt they were actively engaged in the course, 
interacting with the instructor, the content or with other students, equated this with 
experiencing higher levels of learning (Swan, 2001). 
The strengths of Swan (2001) study included the size and scope of the population, 
which consisted of all students currently enrolled in distance courses at SUNY in that 
particular semester. They were reaching students in a variety of disciplines and those in 
varied courses. The survey instrument allowed for open-ended comments, which 
provided the respondents opportunities to address items they felt were relevant but not 
addressed in actual survey questions (Swan, 2001). A weakness of this study was that the 
sample was self-selected, by virtue of the students responding to the study. At the time 
the survey was administered, the non-persisters would not be afforded an opportunity to 
respond. Therefore, the results include only students who remained in the course and 
would not shed any light on what, if any, factors of satisfaction existed for those non¬ 
completers. 
Community in Distance Education 
The literature tells us that there is a correlation between feeling a connection to 
the college and persistence, in the first years of college (Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; 
McDonald, 2002; Swan, 2001; Tinto, 1996, 1997, 1998). The perception continues to be 
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that this connection is not occurring or that it cannot occur in distance education courses 
(Allen & Seaman, 2006; Twigg, 2000; Yeung, 2001). As distance education courses 
become an increasing popular option at higher education institutions across the country, 
researchers are interested in the DE students’ sense of community. How is inclusion and 
connection to the college being addressed for these students who have literally been taken 
out of the classroom and its interactive, face-to-face social setting (Faculty Development 
Builds”, 2004; Featherstone, 2001; Twigg, 2000)? 
The work of Tinto (1996, 1997, 1998) and others tell us that there is a direct 
correlation between persistence in those first years and interaction, involvement and ties 
to the college and its community (Childers & Berner, 1996; Dahl, 2004; Terenzini, 
Springer, Pascarella, & Nora, 1995). A sense of community, inclusion and interaction 
with their fellow students and faculty member are extremely important factors in 
persistence and student satisfaction in distance education (Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; 
McDonald, 2002; Swan, 2001). If students perceive they are contributing to and are 
actively engaged in the class they are more likely to persist and feel satisfaction with the 
course(s) (Dahl, 2004; Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; Swan, 2001). 
It is important that distance courses are structured so that students who are not 
coming on campus feel that same sense of inclusion and connection (Ragan, 2000; Swan, 
2001). Distance education courses are presented differently than face-to-face courses but 
there are certain features that are important to providing student satisfaction with these 
types of courses (Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), 2002; Lesniak & 
Hodes, 2000; Merisotis & Phipps, 1999). Swan (2001) identified three types of 
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interactivity that can affect student satisfaction in distance education courses; content 
interaction, interaction with fellow students and interaction with the faculty. 
Tinto (1996) suggests that a major key to retention is restructuring courses and/or 
programs to include interactions with fellow students and making students feel they have 
an active role in their learning. Tinto (1997) refers to these interactions and restructuring 
of courses as “learning communities” and is an advocate of utilizing the classroom as a 
place to foster community. Interaction does matter, it improves retention and it provides 
a more satisfying learning experience, whether face-to- face or in distance courses. 
Interaction is more a function of the faculty member and the style of teaching than it is of 
the setting in which it does or does not occur (Maloney, 1999; Ragan, 2000). 
* Retention 
Distance education represents a different method of presentation, of teaching and 
learning (Brown, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Paskey, 2001; Swan, 2001). When a 
proliferation of any new method of teaching learning appears on the horizon, those in 
academe look to research, analyze and question the validity and success of those new 
methods (Bess, 1998). This is to be expected. With regards to distance education, the 
student retention factors are a particular area of interest. 
This is not a new area of study for either on-site or distance courses, as Tinto 
states, “Interest in student retention has not waned. If anything, it has grown in the past 
few years” (Tinto, 1996). The question being investigated is whether these students are 
completing these courses and, if so, what factors are causing them to remain in the 
distance courses? A related area of study is whether the retention factors in distance 
education are similar to the factors that relate to retention in on-site courses. 
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Tinto (1996) reports that retention programs have been put into place, but their 
impact has been limited. The reason that retention programs are not a large success is that 
they have not impacted the academic experience for students (Tinto, 1996). The data 
from the retention study will provide an opportunity to add components that will 
positively affect the academic experience of the distance education student(s). Faculty 
will be able to utilize the data to refine their courses and promote retention in their 
distance courses. Examination of the factors that lead to retention can provide insight 
into what is working in the on-line environment and provide faculty with valuable 
feedback with regards to their courses. This feedback can be used to strengthen various 
components of the distance courses. 
Attrition in Distance Courses 
If the factors of persistence and student satisfaction can be identified, these can be 
utilized to increase the numbers of students persisting and decrease attrition in distance 
education courses. The interest in retention in distance courses is growing, as is the 
literature relating to retention in distance education courses. It is helpful to know what the 
areas of focus should be, if improvements in retention and attrition rates in the distance 
courses themselves are a desired goal. Morgan and Tam (1999) point out that student 
attrition is also referred to in the literature as non-persistence, dropout and withdrawal. 
Attrition and retention are inverses of each other. 
Examining factors that are causes of student non-persistence in distance education 
should provide information that can be utilized to undertake appropriate preventative 
measures to improve the retention rates of students (Morgan & Tam, 1999). Conversely, 
identifying those factors that provide distance education students with satisfactory 
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experiences in their courses can also be used to improve retention rates (Ehrmann, 1995; 
McDonald, 2002; Swan, 2001). 
The factors that lead to attrition or non-persistence in distance education courses 
are not always known or easily articulated by students at the time of departure from a 
course (Morgan & Tam, 1999; Seppanen, 1996). There are many factors that contribute 
to student withdrawal and often it is not just one factor but a combination of one or more 
of these factors that cause students to withdraw (Tinto, 1997). Some of these reasons 
include; adjustment difficulties, unclear goals, lack of commitment, they do not fit in, and 
isolation (Tinto, 1996). Those same factors are identified as leading to withdrawals in 
distance courses (Kember, 1989). Identification of the factors of retention in distance 
education will provide information to higher education institutions to assist distance 
education students in persisting. 
Factors Relating to Attrition in Distance Education Courses 
Morgan and Tam (1999) believed that the disconnect in the reason(s) for leaving 
given by students and the actual factors that led to the departure is a result of students 
genuinely not understanding the reason, giving the first answer that comes to mind and/or 
not wanting to admit personal deficiencies. If students who end a commitment to college 
do not fully understand or are aware of their reasons for leaving, a survey instrument 
cannot hope to reveal this information, deeper probing is needed (Seppanen, 1996). The 
literature provides evidence that withdrawal is not just related to one factor, but a 
combination of factors (Morgan & Tam, 1999; Tinto, 1996, 1997, 1998). 
To fully explore and understand the reasons given for non-persistence and what 
the actual reasons were, Morgan and Tam (1999) chose to do a qualitative study that 
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utilized an unstructured interview format. Students in a program of study that was only 
offered via distance education were selected to participate in the Morgan and Tam (1999) 
study. An initial questionnaire was sent to all the students in this program, asking if the 
students would be returning in the following semester. One hundred eighteen students 
responded and of those responding students, ninety-nine were continuing and nine were 
not returning (Morgan & Tam, 1999). Morgan and Tam (1999) interviewed 18 students; 
nine randomly selected persisting students and all nine of the non-persisting students. 
For the study, those factors that were perceived as barriers by the students were 
identified as falling into one of four categories; situational, institutional, dispositional or 
epistemological. Both groups of students interviewed, persisting and non-persisting, 
were allowed to respond with their initial answer(s) and then encouraged to reflect and, if 
applicable, expand upon the initial answers (Morgan & Tam, 1999). 
The findings of the Morgan and Tam (1999) study revealed common factors, with 
both the returning and non-returning student groups, which could have an effect on 
persistence. Among the barriers reported were lack of time to study, too much time 
required, difficult material, not enough hands-on, course content, course design, 
insufficient feedback, missed contact with other students, inflexible course structure and 
loss of interest (Morgan & Tam, 1999). Students reported several of these factors as 
barriers that were linked together to create obstacles that some students were able to 
overcome and others were not. Those students who could not overcome the barriers 
associated with the distance course dropped out of the program. The Morgan and Tam 
(1999) findings are actually very encouraging because, with the exception of the personal 
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reasons dealing with time management or loss of interest, many of the factors cited as 
barriers are within the offering institution’s ability to improve. 
A strength of this study was that it sought both positive and negative factors that 
affect student persistence, in the interest that both types of factors might reveal areas that 
have the ability to be strengthened and/or reduced to assist in retention of students in 
distance courses. A positive of this study was the open-ended interview that allowed 
additional answers to be revealed after careful thought. Another strong point of this 
study was in interviewing a random sampling of returning students, as well as all of the 
non-completer students. Interviewing both groups allowed Morgan and Tam (1999) to 
see from different perspectives what factors led to persistence and non-persistence, and in 
some cases the factors were the same. 
A weakness of the Morgan and Tam (1999) study was the population all came 
from the same course of study and therefore it limits the widespread applicability of the 
results. The numbers interviewed were small, while it certainly adds to the body of 
knowledge; the findings of the study can not necessarily be generalized (Morgan & Tam, 
1999). 
In the Garland (1993) study of student perceptions of the barriers to persistence, a 
qualitative, interview approach with an open-ended, unstructured format was utilized for 
their study. The sample consisted of seventeen withdrawal students and thirty persisting 
students who registered for credit classes at the university. The study does not reference 
how large the initial population was or how the sample was selected. This lack of 
information has an effect of the applicability of the study. Garland (1993) defines 
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persisters as those that finish the course, regardless of the grade received and notes that 
withdrawals can include “non-starters”, those who withdraw almost immediately. 
Initially the non-completer students cited time as a barrier to their persistence, 
similar to the findings of Morgan and Tam (1999), and then during the course of the 
interviews revealed additional factors that contributed to their non-persistence (Garland, 
1993). The pattern that emerged from the interviews was that both persisters and non- 
persisters see the same factors as barriers, as the Morgan and Tam (1999) findings. The 
difference was in how other factors combined with these factors and caused persistence 
or withdrawal (Garland, 1993). 
The Garland (1993) study identified the following barriers to persistence as; time 
issues, poor learning environment, problems with course content, poor feedback, poorly 
paced course, need for visual learning and problems with assistance. The participants in 
this study were taking a distance course that utilized print based materials with video 
and/or TV broadcast, this is not atypical of early distance courses (Garland, 1993). 
Distance courses have evolved to include interactive components, extensive use of the 
Internet and interaction with other students and the faculty member (Brown, 2000; 
McDonald, 2002; Paskey, 2001). 
Retention Factors in Traditional Classrooms 
Involvement matters and makes a difference in retention and learning (Tinto, 
1997). The Tinto (1997) study sought to examine the impact of the classroom experience 
on student persistence (retention). The Tinto (1997) study looked at the classroom, rather 
than the entire college experience, as a community because there are some students who 
only “experience” college in the classroom, that this is their only source of interaction 
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with their fellow students. Some students, such as commuter students come on to the 
campus only for classes and do not attend other activities that would provide for 
socialization and interaction with other students (Tinto, 1997). Based upon that premise, 
the Tinto study (1997) looked how the experience in the classroom relates to student 
persistence. 
Tinto used a survey instrument, a longitudinal panel and then a qualitative case 
study to study first year students and examine their experiences (Tinto, 1997). Tinto 
(1997) was specifically looking to see if a Coordinated Studies Program (CSP) that 
provides students with the opportunity to share curriculum and learn together made a 
difference in retention and if it did, how? The Tinto (1997) study selected first year 
students in the CSP program, as well as students enrolled in the traditional curriculum. 
The selection of both groups of students provided a contrast for the study (Tinto, 1997). 
Tinto (1996) suggests that restructuring courses and/or programs to make the 
students interact with other students and feel they have an active, important role in their 
learning is a major key to retention. Tinto (1997) refers to these interactions and 
restructuring of courses as learning communities and is a proponent of utilizing the 
classroom as a place to foster a sense of community (Tinto, 1997). In this study, two 
questionnaires were given to the students, one in the beginning of the semester that 
collected information on student attributes. The second questionnaire was administered 
at the end of the quarter and inquired about experiences in and out of the classroom 
(Tinto, 1997). Five hundred seventeen students responded to the first study, but only two 
hundred eighty seven of those responded to the second study, since the study could only 
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use the information from those students who responded to both questionnaires, the 
sample size became two hundred eighty seven students (Tinto, 1997). 
A qualitative study was then utilized to obtain information on those students in 
the CSP classes, to learn about their experiences (Tinto, 1997). Forty five students, 
diverse in many ways, were interviewed in open-ended sessions. The Tinto (1997) study 
utilized informal conversations with faculty and staff, review of class related documents 
and participant observation to obtain additional information for the study. 
The results of Tinto’s (1997) survey yielded three important findings that 
reinforced the basic principles of learning communities. The first finding was that it is 
clear participating in a collaborative learning group served to support and encourage 
students and had an impact upon their continued attendance and class participation 
(Tinto, 1997). Another finding of the Tinto (1997) study was that students are positively 
influenced by a setting in which the learning goes beyond that of just the faculty member, 
and from a variety of perspectives, including their classmates. Lastly, the findings 
revealed that students perceive additional and richer learning occurring as a result on the 
collaborative learning experience (Tinto, 1997). These findings were consistent with the 
other literature studied (Christie & Dinham, 1991; Ehrmann, 1995; Lesniak & Hodes, 
2000; Swan, 2001; Tinto, 1998). 
The benefits of learning communities include; students becoming more actively 
involved in classroom learning, students spending more time learning together, students 
forming social bonds outside the classroom and helping each other learn (Tinto, 1996). 
The more support and the more vested a student is, the harder it is to simply withdraw 
from a course or program (Tinto, 1998). Attrition frequently occurs very early in the first 
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year of college (Tinto, 1998). Establishing the sense of community and social bonding in 
courses, right from the beginning is extremely important to student retention. 
Institutional and external influences play a role in the social integration of 
students in the first year of college (Christie & Dinham, 1991; Terenzini, Springer, 
Pascarella & Nora, 1995). Christie and Dinham (1991) sought to identify students’ 
perceptions of those experiences and how they relate to social integration in the first year 
of college. The study was a longitudinal, qualitative study that utilized an open-ended 
interview instrument that was based upon Tinto’s Model of College Student Departure. 
The sample consisted of twenty five students chosen randomly, by selecting every 
seventh student from a list of one hundred seventy five first-time freshman. Ten of the 
twenty five students were then randomly selected and interviewed in the fall and all 
twenty five were interviewed in the spring. They repeated this pattern for five years. The 
results were analyzed in three stages to separate and filter the results. 
The results collected by Christie and Dinham (1991) with regard to social 
integration were not surprising. Their study reinforced the work of others such as Tinto 
(1996, 1997, 1998). Social integration plays a large part in students’ persistence 
(Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella & Nora, 1995). It was found that external influences 
play a part on student persistence, both positively and negatively (Christie & Dinham, 
1991; Kember, 1989; Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella & Nora, 1995). The most 
influential of these external influences included family and friends. These results 
indicate there are certain factors that higher educational institutions can exercise some 
control over to improve persistence. Some are out of the control of the institution, but 
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knowledge of their existence provides a better lens to view the total picture of retention 
factors. 
Common Retention Factors Regardless of the Presentation Medium 
Lesniak and Hodes (2000) and the work of Christie and Dinham (1991) looked at 
supportive social relationships as factors of retention in both on-site and distance courses. 
Interaction and a sense of community and of belonging are presented as integral factors to 
student success in courses, regardless of the way in which the course is being presented 
(Christie & Dinham, 1991; Ehrmann, 1995; Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; Swan, 2001; Tinto, 
1996, 1997, 1998). Tinto (1996) points to shared learning and connected learning as a 
way to enhance the academic experience. Hodes and Lesniak (2000) refer to these same 
themes as a sense of community. If students are engaged and feel they are engaged, the 
likelihood of success and rates of persistence are increased and students feel that more 
learning has occurred (Christie & Dinham, 1991; Ehrmann, 1995; Lesniak & Hodes, 
2000; Swan, 2001; Tinto, 1996, 1997, 1998). 
Conclusion 
The identification of factors that lead to attrition in courses is significant because 
it affords institutions the ability to attempt to mitigate those factors and improve retention 
rates in distance education courses. Similarly, literature that investigated factors that lead 
to student satisfaction can be looked at in terms of incorporating those positive factors 
into distance education courses. The results of the various studies presented information 
demonstrating that in many instances the factors that lead to persistence and those factors 
that lead to attrition are the same factors (Christie & Dinham, 1991; Ehrmann, 1995; 
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Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; Swan, 2001; Tinto, 1996, 1997, 1998). These factors combined 
with additional circumstances can lead to attrition or persistence. 
In light of this data, higher education institutions should utilize the findings in the 
literature to understand what is the best way to enhance learning and foster community 
for students using this new technology and incorporate it into distance education courses. 
It is not always enough to simply teach students, but higher education institutions should 
be a partner in a student’s learning and education. 
Tinto (1996) points out that we need to use what we have learned about retention 
to impact retention rates and enhance the quality of the educational experience. The Tinto 
(1997) study came to the conclusion that social and academic systems for integration in 
college are not mutually exclusive and should become more intertwined. For many 
students, the classroom is the only place that integration into college life and socialization 
with other students occurs (Tinto, 1997). 
The literature has shown that the factors of satisfaction and issues surrounding 
retention appear to be very similar, regardless of whether the course is on-site or distance 
(Garland, 1993; Morgan & Tam, 1999; Tinto, 1996). Berner and Childers (2000) state 
that they have learned that the solutions developed for distance education courses can be 
used as effectively in any classroom to enhance instruction. If higher education 
institutions are taking the research on student persistence seriously, they would 
incorporate forms of course design that required students to become more actively 
involved with other students, when learning (Tinto, 1998). 
The literature provided information that demonstrated that interaction and 
community are important. It did not provide data on how the interactions are different in 
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an on-line environment. Addressing the differing interactions and how it addresses the 
needs of the distance education student could be a focus for future research. 
The literature presented data that indicates both persisters and non-persisters see 
the same factors as barriers, the difference in retention or attrition depended upon how 
other factors combined with these factors that are seen as barriers and caused persistence 
or withdrawal. As an example, if students see the course material as very difficult and 
perceive this as a barrier, this can be overcome by support from other classmates. (Swan, 
2001; Tinto, 1997). Faculty and administrators need to be aware of how they can negate 
the effect of some of the perceived barriers to persistence in distance education courses 
(Childers & Berner, 2000). 
Those institutions offering distance courses in higher education can build upon 
the factors of student satisfaction to overcome the barriers to retention. When referring to 
the factors that lead to student satisfaction in distance education courses, there really is no 
significant difference in distance education courses and traditional courses; the difference 
is how you satisfy those factors in different delivery modes. Tinto’s (1996, 1997, 1998) 
research, which dealt with traditional higher education delivery, points out that student 
involvement matters and is a factor in student persistence. The research points to 
interaction of students, faculty, course content and the sense of community as being an 
extremely important factor of student satisfaction and retention in distance courses 
(Berner & Childers, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Swan, 2001). The material presentation and 
interactions may be approached differently in distance education courses, but the desired 
end result of increased interaction and a sense of being an active member of the course 
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remains the same and is a crucial factor of retention in distance and on-site courses 
(Ehrmann, 1995; McDonald, 2002; Young, 2000). 
An area that is not addressed fully in the literature is that of the non-completers. It 
is noted that many times the non-completers have left the course and are not available to 
respond to a survey instrument. Why are they not persisting in the distance education 
courses? It would be of interest to investigate whether the non-completion is due to 
factors directly related to the course being offered via distance. 
The literature has provided information regarding students being satisfied with 
their distance courses and data related to improving retention, but does that translate to 
academic achievement? An area for future study would be the academic success of 
students in a course offered via distance, as compared with the same classes offered 
traditionally. How do the students’ academic achievements compare? Carr (2000), 
Merisotis & Phipps (1999) and Sherritt (1996) point out that the assumption has been that 
distance courses are inferior, is this true? Do students utilizing one delivery method 
consistently score higher than the other or is there no significant difference? 
Learning Styles and Distance Education 
The ability to access the on-line courses at times convenient to the student is a 
mainstay of DE. Course access anywhere, anytime has become the mantra of distance 
education courses (Brown, 2000; Zirkle, 2003). DE courses have the ability to present 
the course materials in various ways, simultaneously, within the course site, due to 
advances in technology. Spooner, Jordan, Algozzine and Spooner (1999) write; “distance 
learning represents a myriad of possibilities in the delivery of knowledge and skills.”(p. 
132). This myriad of possibilities can be brought together in a way that will benefit the 
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DE student, especially if we know more about that student and their learning styles and 
preferences and why distance education is a preferred choice. 
The literature that has been reviewed for this dissertation includes research in the 
area of distance education and the attraction that it holds for the DE students. Literature 
in the area of differentiated learning and learning styles will also be will be examined as 
it relates to distance education. The literature reviewed presented what is currently 
known about the DE student and why distance education is the most appropriate learning 
venue for these students. 
The Dutton, Dutton and Perry (2002) study found that students reported their 
preference in taking DE courses was related to outside responsibilities. The students 
reported that the flexibility in studying and accessing the course was very important to 
them and a factor in the selection of distance education courses (Cavanaugh, 2006; 
Dutton, Dutton & Perry, 2002; Oakley, 2004, Rovai, 2002). The phrase, learning 
anywhere, anytime has become the slogan for distance education courses (Brown, 2000; 
Zirkle, 2003). What does this phrase mean to a distance education student? 
Aspects of Learning Styles 
Learning styles appear to play a significant role in student success in DE classes 
and students may learn more if the learning is occurring by a method consistent with their 
learning style preferences (Becker & Dwyer, 1998). A students’ learning style is one of 
the dimensions of personality that appears to be a factor in how much a student learns 
(Davis, 1993, p. 185-186). Students participating in classes that fit their learning style 
have better experiences, get more out of the course and may better absorb the content and 
concepts being taught (Becker & Dwyer, 1998; Davis, 1993; Diaz & Cartnal, 1999). 
Diaz and Cartnal (1999) state that success in DE classes may ultimately be dependent 
upon understanding the learning styles of the students who enroll in distance classes. 
There are many aspects of learning styles, including a preference for visual or 
verbal learning, dependent or independent learner, direct experience or informed 
experience, overall understanding or serial approach to learning and learning oriented 
versus grade oriented. Researchers are examining learning styles as they relate to 
distance education, in order to strengthen DE courses (Aragon, Johnson & Shaik, 2002; 
Becker & Dwyer, 1998; Diaz & Cartnal, 1999). 
One of the aspects of student learning style is the visual learner versus the verbal 
learner style and this appears to be an important characteristic when looking at DE and 
student success. Becker and Dwyer (1998) point out that computer technology, the 
backbone of DE courses, rely heavily on visual stimuli and may hold more appeal for 
those students who are visual learners. According to Becker and Dwyer (1998), “the 
concept of verbal versus visual learning preference comes from Pavio’s Dual Coding 
Theory, which addresses a person’s preferred method of processing information”, (p.63) 
Pavio’s theory suggests that individuals differ in preference of representation style, some 
people prefer visual representation and others prefer verbal representation. That is not to 
say that students who have a preference for verbal learning cannot or will not succeed in 
DE courses, but research has shown that student learning style preferences affect student 
learning (Becker & Dwyer, 1998; Diaz & Cartnal, 1999; Howard, 2000; Neuhauser, 
2000). Students may learn more if they study with a method matched to their learning 
style preferences. 
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Comparison of Distance and On-Site Learning Style Preferences 
Definitions of learning styles were established for the Diaz and Cartnal (1999) 
study. They defined the dependent learning style as one in which the learner wants 
structure and guidance from the teacher and classroom interactions with the teacher and 
fellow students. The dependent learner wants frequent guidance and reinforcement along 
the way from the teacher and classmates. The independent learning style was defined as 
one in which the learner wants overall guidance and the structure and requirements of the 
course put forth but doesn’t require the frequent interaction or guidance. The 
independent learner prefers independent study, wants to know what needs to be done and 
what is expected, and prefers to select the how-to-do-it piece (Diaz & Cartnal, 1999). 
Using the definitions set forth in their study, Diaz and Cartnal (1999) examined 
learning styles and preferences of students in a course that was presented both on-site and 
on-line. The course(s) were taught by the same faculty member, presented the same 
content, required the same homework and group work and administered the same exams. 
The delivery method, submission of the homework, exams and interactions were different 
for each modality. The study by Diaz and Cartnal (1999) found differences in the two 
groups of students. 
The on-line students were more independent than the on-site students; in fact they 
matched the stereotype of an independent learner in terms of autonomy, self-motivation 
and self-direction (Diaz & Cartnal, 1999). Additionally, it was found that the on-line 
learners, while preferring an independent learning style, had no difficulty with 
collaborative learning styles. If group or collaborative work was a requirement of the 
course, the DE students had no problem participating and did well with the task/project. 
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However, the DE students would not seek collaboration on their own. This is not 
surprising given the DE student’s preference for independent learning. On-line students 
were driven by motives other than the reward structures of the class. Diaz and Cartnal 
(1999) found that there is a difference in learning styles, characteristics and motivations 
between distance education and on-site students. 
One of the areas that informed the Neuhauser (2002) research was the learning 
preferences and styles of both the distance and on-site student. Neuhauser (2002) used a 
case study approach to compare the same courses taught on-line and on-site, in order to 
determine if there were significant differences in learning outcomes. The Neuhauser 
(2002) findings suggest that there are no significant differences in learning outcomes 
between the on-line course and the face-to-face course. They conclude, as other studies 
have, that on-line learning is as effective as face-to-face learning (Aragon, Johnson & 
Shaik, 2002; Diaz and Cartnal, 1999; Neuhauser, 2002). 
Aragon, Johnson and Shaik (2002) examined the differences in learning style 
preferences between students enrolled in an on-line instructional design course and those 
in the same course offered on campus in a traditional format. The basis of their research 
was examining the relationship between learning style preference related to motivation, 
task engagement and information processing habits and the learning success of students 
in the two modalities of course offerings. 
The strength of the Aragon and colleagues (2002) research was in utilizing a well- 
known learning style model as a framework for their study. Additionally, the study was 
comparing the same class and course content presented on-site and on-line which yielded 
results that could genuinely be contrasted. The equivalence of the student groups was a 
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strength of the study; the students were similar in age, undergraduate GPA, they were 
full-time students and all were pursuing degrees in human resource development. A 
weakness of the study was the small sample; it consisted of two sections, one for each 
delivery mode and involved thirty eight students. 
Aragon, Johnson and Shaik (2002) were seeking answers to two research 
questions. The first sought to determine if there are differences in learning style 
preferred by the on-line students and those in face-to-face classrooms. The second 
question focused on determining the extent of the influence that learning style preference 
has on student success in on-line and on campus environments. The theoretical 
framework for the study was provided by Curry’s (1999) Theoretical Model of Learning 
Style Components and Effects. This model is based upon the premise that in learning 
situations, learner success is dependent upon positive motivation of the learner, which 
will, in turn, foster an appropriate level of task engagement. 
In the Aragon, Johnson and Shaik (2002) study, the learning style preferences 
were assessed using several instruments, each suited for assessing particular 
characteristics of learning style. The GRLSS was used to measure motivation. Task 
engagement was measured by using the Weinstein, Palmer and Schulte (1987) Learning 
Style Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI). Kolb’s (1985) Learning Style Inventory (LSI) 
was utilized to assess information processing habits, also referred to as cognitive 
functions. The assessment instruments were given to students in the latter part of the 
semester as part of a classroom activity regarding learning styles. 
No significant differences were discovered between the on-line and the on-site 
students with regard to maintaining motivation and task engagement. There was a 
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significant difference in how the two groups approached task engagement and utilized 
study aids. The on-site students utilized support techniques and outside materials far 
more than the on-line students. The Aragon, Johnson and Shaik (2002) study indicated 
that there is a distinct difference in the information processing habits between the two 
student groups. The on-line students were more reflective, prefer learning by watching 
(learning by demonstration) and have a stronger preference for learning by thinking 
(conceptualization). The on-site students’ preference was learning by doing (active 
experimentation) and learning by discussing (abstraction). Aragon, Johnson and Shaik 
(2002) answered their first research question; on-line students do have different learning 
style preferences than on-site students. 
The second research question was related to success in on-line classrooms. They 
found that on-line students could be just as successful in on-line environments and 
classrooms as their on-site counterparts are in their courses. Persistence and success in 
on-line classrooms are facilitated by matching the instructional design and presentation 
with the learning style preferences of the on-line student (Aragon, Johnson & Shaik, 
2002; Becker & Dwyer, 1998; Diaz & Cartnal, 1999; Howard, 2000; Miller, 2001; 
Neuhauser, 2000; Rovai, 2002). One of the interesting things about distance education is 
that the design and delivery of DE courses bring differing instructional methods and 
learning options to the courses, sometimes without any conscious effort on the part of the 
faculty to differentiate the instruction. 
Differentiated Instruction and Distance Education 
The literature on differentiated learning presents information regarding the way 
students learn and correspondingly how learning is not one size fits all (Tomlinson, 
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1999). Students are individuals and learn in a variety of ways that include; the material 
being studied, the students’ ease or comfort level of the topic and other factors that can 
vary with individual students. As noted by Lawrence-Brown (2004), “Classrooms are 
increasingly populated by students who are diverse in a variety of ways.”(p. 36). 
Lawrence-Brown (2004) is referring to student diversity that is on a continuum ranging 
from those who are gifted, have mild disabilities, have severe disabilities and those who 
have differing preferred methods of learning. Offering students the option of selecting 
from differing learning options and methods can benefit a student’s performance and 
persistence. Distance learning is one of these differing presentation methods. Within 
distance education courses, various learning styles can be accommodated. 
Definitions 
Tomlinson (1999) defines a differentiated classroom as one in which the teacher 
maximizes learning opportunities for students based on the recognition that not all 
students learn in the same way or at the same pace. There is no “standard” differentiated 
classroom and no “right way” to implement differentiated instruction. There are teachers 
who create classrooms in which learning situations are a good match for their teaching 
styles, as well as the students learning needs (Lawrence-Brown, 2004; Pettig, 2000; 
Tomlinson, 1999). 
Additionally, differentiated learning, differentiated classroom and differentiated 
instruction are all interchangeable terms, they all refer to the belief that teaching and 
correspondingly, learning, does not occur in only one way (Fahey, 2000; Lawrence- 
Brown 2004; Milliron & Prentice, 2004; Pettig, 2000; Tomlinson, 1999; Tomlinson & 
Kalbfleisch, 1998; Tukey, 2002). These terms are not to be confused with the term, 
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“universal design”. Universal design refers to designing products and environments to be 
useable without the need for adaptation, it is a way of making something accessible for 
all (Bowe, 1999; Kinash, Chrichton, Kim-Kupnow, 2004). Differentiated instruction is 
about presenting students with a variety of learning style options so that everyone has a 
choice and can learn in a way that is best for them (Lawrence-Brown, 2004; Pettig, 2000; 
Tomlinson, 1999; Tomlinson & Kalbfleisch, 1998). 
Tenets of Differentiated Instruction 
Differentiated instruction has been put forth as an approach, for all learners, to 
improve the learning that occurs in the classroom (Pettig, 2000; Tomlinson, 1999; 
Tomlinson & Kalbfleisch, 1998). Pettig (2000) offers data gathered from five years of 
implementing differentiated instruction in her school district. She (2000) writes that 
differentiated instruction has as many variations as there are teachers and the possible 
outcomes are as numerous as the number of learners 
Responding to the needs of different learners and providing a new twist on the 
classroom environment provides a starting point for looking at why distance education is 
a good fit with differentiated classrooms and learning. According to Lawrence-Brown 
(2004): 
Given the availability of strategies such as differentiated instruction, 
responsible pedagogy no longer allows us to teach as if students all 
learned in one way, and at the same pace. If we are to maximize 
achievement of general curriculum standards, we must increase our 
efforts to differentiate instruction.” (p. 36). 
Distance education provides another option in higher education and one that 
appeals to a certain profile of learner and especially those with varying learning styles 
(Dutton, Dutton & Perry, 2002). The title of Tomlinson’s (1999) book, The 
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Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All Learners, succinctly 
summarizes the premise of differentiated learning. All learners includes those learners 
not physically present in the classroom. Higher education must begin to assess the 
different needs of DE students and respond appropriately to those needs (Dutton, Dutton 
& Perry, 2002; Milliron & Prentice, 2004). 
A differentiated classroom recognizes that students learn in different ways and 
enter learning situations with varying degrees of readiness and interest (Tomlinson, 
1999). DE courses can provide the differentiation on a macro scale by offering courses in 
a different modality, over the Internet as opposed to face-to-face interaction in a 
classroom setting (Childers & Berner, 2000; Dutton, Dutton, Dutton & Perry, 2002; 
Willging & Johnson, 2004). On a micro scale, within the courses themselves, DE courses 
have the ability to satisfy the need for differing learning styles by offering components 
that on-site counterparts could not easily do in the classroom setting or within the time 
constraints of a typical class (Childers & Berner, 2000; Lawrence-Brown, 2004; Spooner, 
Jordan, Algozzine, Spooner, 1999). 
Examples of some of these components include discussion boards that keep a 
history of questions and responses that students can refer to throughout the semester, 
links to video clips, links to vocal presentations, links to other websites, materials that 
accompany textbooks, classroom lecture notes and most importantly, the ability to access 
these materials at the students convenience and as often as the student desires (Defining 
and Assessing E-Learning, 2004; Ragan, 2000). The different learning styles and 
presentation of material that is afforded by distance courses would appear to make this a 
perfect match of a differentiated classroom, given the flexibility and range of options 
afforded by distance education and the Internet. 
Convenience and flexibility are cited numerous times as two of the reasons why 
students chose distance education. Convenience and flexibility can be tied to learning 
styles. Students who suffer from Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), students who need 
to digest material in small pieces or students who need to see material presented in 
various ways in order to “get it” might cite flexibility as their reason for taking DE, but 
this may mask the fact that a learning style preference that is at the heart of the choice to 
take and succeed in distance courses (Kinash, Crichton, & Kim-Rupnow, 2004; Moisey, 
2004). The literature regarding students with disabilities and distance education is 
severely lacking and is an area for future research. 
Conclusion 
The literature reviewed indicates that the quality is not the issue that academe 
needs to focus on with regards to distance education. The quality is derived from the 
faculty member, the institution and the students, and this is a factor that transcends 
distance education and includes face-to face classrooms. The technology involved in 
distance courses is an issue, but it is not a major one, nor one that can’t be dealt with for 
the betterment of the course(s). The technology and how it can enrich the classroom 
environment is seen as a positive factor of distance education courses (Brown, 2000; 
Childers & Berner, 2000; Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Merisotis & Phipps, 
1999). 
The findings presented show the variety of opportunities for interaction and 
building a sense of community. Distance education provides accommodation of differing 
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presentation and learning styles and the availability of resources that are simply not 
present in an on-site classroom (Brown, 2000; Childers & Berner, 2000; Lesniak & 
Hodes, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Merisotis & Phipps, 1999). 
The literature reviewed focused on relatively small sample sizes and cases but it 
covered different types of distance courses as well as varied presentation methods. While, 
the results may not be applicable across all distance courses and students, it does supply 
points of reference for what is occurring in distance courses that is positive and can be 
built upon. The literature also reinforced and presented the same findings as previous 
research, which adds a measure of general applicability to those findings. The literature 
gave insights into what factors are providing student satisfaction with their distance 
courses and they are not different than the on-site factors referenced in the literature 
(John, Spooner, Jordan, Algozinne & Spooner, 2002; Spooner, Jordan, Algozinne & 
Spooner, 1999). 
The literature provided information, based on studies, that demonstrated that a 
large factor in retention in distance education courses is related to integration, interaction 
and a sense of belonging in the classroom (Brown, 2000; Childers & Berner, 2000; 
Lesniak & Hodes, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Merisotis & Phipps, 1999; Swan, 2001; Tinto, 
1996, 1997, 1998). These are many of the same factors of retention/persistence that are 
found in “traditional” classes. The difference will be in how academe addresses and 
reinforces these factors of retention within the distance courses, given the difference in 
presentation methods over a traditional classroom. To fully utilize the opportunities and 
potential of distance education, higher education institutions should be concerned with 
the issues of student satisfaction and retention in these new offerings. 
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The literature provided data that was not surprising, nor unexpected. It revealed 
there are certain factors that are needed in order for students to be satisfied with their 
courses and facilitate persistence in courses. There is no significant difference in these 
factors, for students, whether the courses are presented face-to-face or distance. Rather, 
the variable is in how differently these factors are addressed and satisfied in the distance 
classroom. This is the missing research that has not been addressed. What we do not 
know is how and why distance courses provide these factors that assist students in 
persistence and satisfaction with their DE courses. Additionally, are the factors of the 
factors of satisfaction tied to the convenience in distance education? This is what we still 
do not know and what needs to be studied for the betterment and greater understanding of 
the distance education student and how their needs are satisfied by distance education. 
The demographic characteristics of the DE learner have also been of interest to 
those doing research. While all of these areas of study are important, these do not give us 
a full understanding of what makes DE courses attractive to students. While we are told 
that students find taking these courses convenient, we do not yet know what convenience 
really means and the full scope of what comprises the bundles of convenience in distance 
education. 
Convenience, from the students’ perspective, may also be related to physical or 
psychological limitations on their part and may or may not be related to learning styles. 
There are students who do not wish to come to campus because of physical limitations, 
students who are agoraphobic, students who are disfigured, and those that are 
psychologically overwhelmed by the prospect of being in a classroom with other 
students. DE can level the playing field for some students or remove bias that a visual 
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first impression might evoke. Brown (2000) recalls, “...the famous New Yorker cartoon 
of a dog in front of a computer, saying, “On the Net nobody knows that you are a dog” 
(p. 19). DE is convenient for these students, on a lot of levels. 
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CHAPTER IV 
METHODS 
Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose. 
Zora Neale Hurston 
Rationale 
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of students’ perception 
of what comprises the bundles that have been labeled convenience in DE courses. The 
number of students engaged in higher education through distance education is increasing 
(Allen & Seaman, 2007; Cavanaugh, 2005; National Education Association, 2000; Sikora 
& Carroll, 2002). Yet, literature on why distance education works for the DE student is 
lacking. Studies regarding why this type of learning is an attractive educational option is 
not readily available. The research in DE has typically focused on the quality of DE. 
Another focus of DE research has been comparing DE to face-to face and whether it is as 
good as face to face learning. This previous research has targeted the DE courses and not 
on the more important focus of the DE student or student learning. The literature has not 
sought answers regarding what comprises the frequently stated reason of selecting DE; 
because the courses are convenient. 
To gain insight and understanding of what convenience means to a DE student, 
this study will interview current DE students. A phenomenological study aims to seek 
out the stories of those who have experienced the phenomena. The intent is to gather 
information, in their own words, from those who have experienced the phenomena. A 
qualitative approach is utilized in this study because the data being sought is that of 
student experiences and thoughts relative to their selection of and participation in 
58 
distance education. The interest of this research is the students’ narratives of their 
experiences with DE. A qualitative study is appropriate when seeking a detailed view of 
answers to the topic or problem (Creswell, 1997, p. 17). When seeking data that relates to 
the experiences of individuals, a qualitative approach is frequently utilized (Merriam, 
1998, p. 71). Merriam (1998) states, “Interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe 
behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (p. 72). The ability to 
meet, talk to and conduct interviews with current DE students would be the best way for 
this researcher to obtain answers, in the words of students, to the questions asked in the 
course of this research. 
While it may appear to be contradictory to seek face to face interviews, as a 
means of gathering data, with students who have a preference for learning at a distance, it 
is not. The researcher sought to utilize methods most suitable for data collection and the 
researcher learning from the data. Creswell (1997) tells us, “employ a qualitative 
approach to emphasize the researcher’s role as an active learner who can tell the story 
from the participants view...” (p. 18). This research is focused not on observing students 
learning in their DE courses, but their feelings and individual stories about learning via 
distance education and why it is a good fit for their higher educational needs. The 
researcher felt face to face interviews were the most appropriate way to obtain the student 
data. 
Qualitative studies are frequently non-linear; they follow a path that is guided by 
where the data is leading (Neuman, 2003, p. 141). This researcher asked a standard set of 
questions to each interviewee, but the qualitative interview format allowed for additional 
questions where warranted. An advantage of the qualitative study is the flexibility and 
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immediate follow-up that an interview with a person sitting in front of you affords the 
researcher. Neuman (2003) states that qualitative data collection emphasizes the human 
factor and places the researcher in conversation with the people or events being studied 
(p. 141). The interview format has the advantage of being flexible, a researcher has the 
ability to ask follow-up and clarification questions or take another path depending upon 
the answers being given (Creswell, 1998, p. 19; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003, p. 240; Neuman, 
2003, p. 141; Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 185-188). 
Qualitative research relies on and takes advantage of the personal experience, 
feelings, and insight of those being interviewed and this yields rich information regarding 
the topic being studied (Merriam, 1998, p. 53; Neuman, 2003, p. 140). This is in contrast 
to a quantitative survey that returns a finished product containing final answers, where 
there is no opportunity for immediate follow-up. The quality and nature of a one-on-one 
interview, which allows back and forth dialog, presents the researcher a wealth of data to 
reflect upon. This allows the researcher to become immersed in the data and 
subsequently derive meaning from the data. In the course of conducting qualitative 
research, the researcher’s continued reflection on the data and comparisons among the 
data will allow the individual’s story to emerge (Neuman, 2003, p.146, 164). According 
to Merriam (1998), “the final product of this type of study is yet another interpretation by 
the researcher of other’s views filtered through his or her own” (p.23). A qualitative 
study allows the researcher to become familiar with the narratives of those being 
interviewed and craft the responses into a story that informs practice. 
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Limitations 
As with any method of research, including qualitative, there are advantages and 
disadvantages associated with the method being utilized. The limitations of conducting 
qualitative research include several trade offs. A qualitative study typically must limit the 
number of participants that can be interviewed given time, access and cost constraints. A 
trade off for the rich data collected in an interview is the small number of interviews that 
can be conducted given time and resource limitations (Neuman, 2003, p.144-145). The 
smaller number of participants in qualitative studies has led some to question the 
generalizability of qualitative research. This research and other smaller, qualitative 
studies are not seeking generalizability or quantity, but detailed data regarding student 
experiences. Collecting rich data, in the words of DE students, regardless of the number 
of participants can help inform practice and add to the knowledge base. Creswell (1998) 
states, “For a phenomenological study, the process of collecting information involves 
primarily in depth interviews...with as many as 10 individuals” (p.122). Creswell (1998) 
also adds, “The important point is to describe the meaning of a small number of 
individuals who have experienced the phenomenon” (p. 122). Another limitation of a 
phenomenological study is that the study can’t be repeated. A phenomenological study is 
a snapshot in time, as viewed by those who have experienced it; therefore this study 
could not be replicated in the future. 
Theoretical Framework 
Convenience, as it relates to distance education, can have different or multiple 
meanings for individual students. The purpose of this phenomenological study is 
discovery of the underlying meaning of convenience, as it relates to DE, for students 
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currently engaged in higher education through distance courses. Rossman and Rallis 
(2003) tell us that a study “explores the meaning of individual lived experiences” and one 
that “seeks to understand the meaning of a person’s experiences” is a phenomenological 
study (p. 97). 
This study aims to understand, through student experience(s), the concept of 
convenience in their choice of distance education. This phenomenological study will 
collect data from several DE students at multiple higher education institutions. A 
phenomenological study focuses on a concept or phenomenon and appears to be the 
theoretical framework that best meets the needs of examining this research question 
(Creswell, 1997, p. 51-55; Merriam, 1998, p. 15-18; Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 97-99). 
This research sought to unbundled convenience in distance education and will provide 
insight(s) into what students really mean when they cite convenience as the reason they 
have chosen DE as their preferred method of engaging in higher education. The insights 
gained come from distance education students relating their experience with a 
phenomenon and how it relates to their learning. 
Participants 
Student participation in distance education is greatest at public, 2-year institutions 
(Allen and Seaman, 2006; Sikora and Carroll; 2002). This can be attributed to the fact 
that these institutions offer more DE courses than other institutional types (Ives, 2006, 
Sikora & Carroll, 2002). This research sought volunteers to interview from students 
currently taking distance education courses at community colleges. This was purposeful 
sampling. Gall, Gall and Borg (2003) explain it this way, “It is clear that purposeful 
sampling is not designed to achieve population validity. The intent is to achieve an in- 
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depth understanding of the selected individuals, not to select sample that will represent 
accurately a defined population.” (p. 166) 
The students who were interviewed are those who have taken at least four 
distance education courses and take at least 50% of their courses via DE. This will 
eliminate the casual DE student who has taken a distance course simply to give it a try or 
taken a DE course for reasons other than it being a good educational match for them. 
Additionally, this eliminated the perspectives of students that only have one or two 
distance courses as their frame of reference. An additional criterion is that students must 
be at least 18 years old. 
Setting 
Massachusetts has fifteen community colleges spread geographically across the 
commonwealth. Participation was sought from three of the fifteen community colleges in 
Massachusetts. The criteria for the initial participant sites were Massachusetts’ 
community colleges that have offered DE courses for a minimum of three years and offer 
at least fifteen distance education courses per semester that are 100% via the Internet. 
While all the Massachusetts community colleges have the same mission of open access, 
each varies in size, institutional settings and characteristics. That variation in institutions 
was sought in the selection of three community colleges used in this research study. The 
setting variations included urban and suburban campuses, those located in cities and 
towns with populations that ranged from small to large and those whose enrollments or 
headcount spanned smaller to larger enrollments. The varied settings were important 
because if convenience to a DE student truly means convenience, defined by Webster 
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(1990) as accessible or at hand, then the setting, location and ease of access is an 
important factor. 
A diverse pool of community colleges, in Massachusetts, offering distance 
education were asked to participate in the study. Institutions that met the criteria were 
approached regarding the possibility of access to possible participants in the study. The 
student sample is intended to be representative of the population of DE students taking 
DE at community colleges, in general. Additionally, the availability of other higher 
education options were in the vicinity of that particular community college were a factor 
in the selection, since convenience is being looked at and the availability of educational 
options could be considered a factor of convenience. 
Site Selection 
The three institutions that participated were Orre Community College (OCC), 
Melby Community College (MCC) and Smith Community College (SCC). Each has 
slightly different characteristics, which led to a sample that was both varied and 
representative of the unique nature of the 15 fifteen Massachusetts community colleges. 
Orre is located in the suburbs of a major industrial city with a population of 
40,000. The campus is on a large tract of land, 135 acres, and is a sprawling campus with 
plenty of on-campus parking available in several lots. Residential homes are the 
neighbors of the College. According to their literature, Orre Community College has an 
annual enrollment of 8,500 students in their credit and non-credit courses. Orre has 
approximately 1,400 DE students each semester and offers approximately 70 DE courses 
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each semester . Their distance course offerings cover such disciplines as business, 
human services, criminal justice, hospitality management, humanities, and mathematics. 
Students in this geographic area have a variety of higher education options. Orre 
has another MA community college, with approximately the same enrollment, less than a 
half hour drive away. There are also seven private master’s degree granting institutions 
within a 15-mile radius, as well as a research university. 
Melby Community College is located a small city known for its wholesale 
industry. The population of the city is approximately 20,000. According to Melby’s 
literature, they serve students in 29 cities and towns. The main campus is on a 269 acre 
parcel of land on the outskirts of town. The main campus is located in an industrial site 
with a hospital and courthouse as nearby neighbors. The parking is free and plentiful at 
MCC. Melby has four satellite locations, as well. There are no other higher education 
institutions within a 15 mile radius. MCC has annual enrollment of 5,700 students. It 
has 1,264 students enrolled in DE each semester and offers approximately 80 distance 
courses. Their distance courses include courses in business, English, science, computer 
programming, paralegal studies, criminal justice, math and the humanities. 
Smith Community College is located in a large city in Massachusetts. The 
population of the city is 176,000. The SCC campus is located in a downtown, urban 
setting with businesses, restaurants and stores as its neighbors. The Smith campus is 
composed of three buildings located on a rather condensed campus. There is on campus 
parking available in several lots. There are a multitude of higher education options 
located within the city including eight private and two public degree granting higher 
2 The number of students and courses reported by the three institutions are duplicated numbers. This means 
it includes multiple sections of courses and the students enrolled include each registration, even if one 
student registered for multiple courses. 
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education institutions. Additionally, there are five private and two public higher 
education institutions, conveniently located in the surrounding counties. 
Smith enrolls over 8800 students annually through its day, evening, credit and 
non-credit offerings. Their DE enrollment each semester is approximately 1,500 
students. Smith currently offers approximately 89 DE courses each semester. The SCC 
distance courses include those in criminal justice, humanities, computer programming, 
and mathematics. 
Two other characteristics of the community colleges selected are of importance 
because they relate to or can be considered a factor of convenience. One of these 
characteristics is the use of a learning management system (LMS). All three of the 
community colleges were using a commercial learning management system (LMS). An 
LMS simplifies the access to DE courses so, that even a non-technical student can avail 
themselves of distance courses. Since convenience is being looked at, this is an 
important distinction because the use of an LMS removes the need for a DE student to be 
a “computer whiz” in order to take DE courses. These institutions have removed the 
need for technical computer skills as a possible barrier for DE students, and made the DE 
courses accessible for all students who desire to pursue their education this way. The 
LMS is the portal on the Internet that provides the shell for distance courses. An 
advantage of using an LMS is that students get the similar components and a common 
look with each and every course, regardless of the course or the institution offering a DE 
course. Students are able to concentrate on the course and course material, rather than 
the technology that is being used to deliver it. 
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A second characteristic that can be related to convenience is the access and 
availability of educational institutions. While two of the three community colleges in the 
study have other educational institutions very close by, all three institutions, Orre, Melby 
and Smith, are within a half hour’s drive of another state. There are a variety of 
additional higher education options in these bordering states. This also factors into the 
research topic, the meaning of convenience in DE. The students interviewed had 
educational institutions that were located within a five to thirty minute drive from their 
houses. All of the students at these institutions have access to a variety of educational 
options that are geographically convenient. 
Access to Participants 
Access to potential participants was gained through requesting and receiving 
proper permission(s) from appropriate administrators, the “gatekeepers”, and Internal 
Review Boards (IRBs) at each community college (Creswell, 1998, p. 117). The initial 
contact was made with the Vice President of Academic Affairs at each college. I 
explained the premise of my research and what I needed from each institution in the way 
of assistance in requesting participants. Once preliminary permission to conduct the 
research was given by the Vice President of Academic Affairs at each college, I was 
referred to the Institution’s IRB. Each college’s IRB was given several documents 
related to the research project. The human subjects review questionnaire (Appendix A), a 
summary description of the research (Appendix B), the consent for voluntary 
participation form (Appendix C), interview questions (Appendix D) and official 
acceptance of the research proposal from University of Massachusetts, Amherst were 
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provided as background for obtaining their approval to gain access to students and 
conduct the data collection. 
Once permission to conduct the research at the institution was granted by the 
Internal Review Board, access to the population of DE students was necessary. I was put 
in contact with the Director of DE or the Information Technology (IT) professional who 
was in charge of the college’s learning management system. The medium that the 
students are working and learning in seemed the logical point of access to these students. 
I requested that an initial call for participants (Appendix E) be posted on the college’s 
learning management system (LMS). The LMS is the medium of presentation and point 
of access to DE courses for the students. A message posted to the LMS was seen by 
every student, at that institution, when logging into their DE course(s). The 
announcement remained on the college’s LMS for ten days, from Friday evening to the 
following Sunday evening. 
The initial announcement asked for volunteers who were willing to assist a 
UMass doctoral student and take part in a one hour interview about students participating 
in DE. There was a “click here” at the bottom of the call for participants. If they were 
interested and clicked on the link below the request, they were sent to a website that 
briefly explained this research study, thanked them for their interest, and explained that 
participation is voluntary and may be stopped at any time. The website also explained in 
very broad terms, so as not to be leading, what data this study is seeking (Appendix B). 
Potential participants learned that this research sought data about DE student’s 
experiences and impressions of DE. A related area of interest in this research was why 
students selected DE rather than, or in addition to, face-to-face courses. 
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The initial website also let students know that participation in the study would 
take the form of a one hour interview. Following the summary of the description of the 
research and method of data collection is the consent for voluntary participation 
document (Appendix C). This document includes a statement assuring that the privacy of 
individuals will be protected. The informed consent also lets participants know that they 
may choose to stop participating at any time during the research. There was a link on the 
bottom of this page that said click here if you are interested in participating in this 
research study and are willing to provide contact information. 
Students who clicked on the link were directed to another website that had a few 
multiple choice questions (Appendix F) that allowed the researcher to screen potential 
participants for suitability, based upon the criteria set forth, related to their DE 
experiences. Based upon the short questionnaire, respondents meeting the initial criteria 
were put into the potential participant pool. 
Selection of Participants 
The unit of analysis is individual students and their experiences (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003, p.91). The sample being sought is a purposeful sample. Merriam (1998) 
explains that purposeful sampling is centered on the premise that the researcher is 
seeking “...to discover, understand and gain insight and therefore must select a sample 
from which the most can be learned” (p. 61). The students interviewed were those who 
had met a certain criteria put forth in an initial call for participants. Only students who 
have taken several DE courses and are pursuing 50% or more of their education via 
distance would be put into the pool for selection. From the pool of qualified participants, 
potential interviewees were chosen for participation through a random selection process. 
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Students who met the criteria were replied to via e-mail, thanked for their 
willingness to participate and told that they were in the pool of possible participants and 
they would be contacted in the next two weeks to set up an interview if they were one of 
the randomly selected students. All correspondence and contact related to the 
arrangements for the interviews was done via e-mail. 
Neuman (1997) states, “Qualitative researchers...focus on how the sample or 
small collection of cases, units or activities illuminates social life. The primary purpose 
of sampling is to collect specific cases, events, or actions that can clarify and deepen 
understanding.” (p.211). Gall, Gall and Borg (2003) tell us, “The sample size in 
qualitative studies is small. ... The purpose in selecting the case, or cases, is to develop a 
deeper understanding of the phenomena being studied.” (p. 165). A sample size of nine 
to eleven participants, in total, from the three institutions was sought. This sample size 
takes into account manageability for the researcher and added knowledge that increasing 
the sample size would gamer (Neuman, 1997, p. 232; Merriam, 1998, p. 61-62). 
Data Collection Method 
The researcher’s intent was to conduct interviews on the participant’s campus or a 
neutral site. Prior arrangements for private interview areas were made at the various 
institutions. Several occurrences altered this initial plan regarding the interviews at 
students’ “home campus”. Students who identified with a particular institution didn’t 
actually live near that institution, but resided closer to one of the other institutions. For 
those students, we met at a campus that was closer to their home. In several instances, 
students made it clear that coming to campus for interviews would be inconvenient, 
would make them travel out of their way and they extended invitations to conduct the 
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interview at their home. I did meet with those students at their home for the interview. 
Other students expressed a desire to meet closer to their home, at a site that was 
convenient for them. Interviews for these students were conducted at local coffee shops 
and restaurants. 
The interview format was semi-structured and individual interviews were 
conducted face-to-face. Before each interview began, each student was given two copies 
of the.informed consent, dated and signed by the researcher. The researcher gave a brief 
synopsis of what the informed consent contained and then asked the interviewee to read 
and sign the document. One copy was retained by the researcher for their records and the 
other copy was given to the student. The premise that participation is voluntary and the 
ability to stop participating at any time was reiterated to the student. The interviews were 
tape recorded for purposes of transcription. The researcher kept field notes on each 
interview. 
An open-ended interview protocol was used in this research. Open-ended 
questions allow respondents to give their answer(s) and not forced to select from a set of 
provided responses (Neuman, 2003, p.277-278; Merriam, 1998, p. 74-75). Creswell 
(1997) states, “To study these topics, we ask open-ended research questions, wanting to 
listen to the participants we are studying and shaping the questions we explore...our 
questions may change during the process of research to reflect an increased 
understanding of the problem.” (p. 19). Merriam (1998) describes less structured 
interviews as those that allow participants to express their experiences in “unique ways” 
(p. 74). This format allows a participant to answer in their own words, to tell their own 
story. The set of interview questions were asked of each interviewee and the format 
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allowed for open ended answers. Occasionally, based upon a respondent’s answer, 
follow-up questions were asked for clarification or elaboration purposes. Gall, Gall and 
Borg (2003) refer to this as a semi-structured interview, “The semi-structured interview 
involves asking a series of structured questions and then probing more deeply using 
open-form questions to obtain additional information.” (p. 240). 
Care was taken to document the processes of gathering, analyzing and interpreting 
the data, in order to adhere to the standards of rigor (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 67). 
The tasks of interviewers include asking questions and accurately recording answers, 
word for word, not paraphrasing or summarizing (Neuman, 1997, p.295). The interviews 
were recorded for purposes of accuracy and a permanent record. Field notes were 
prepared immediately after each interview to document information not found or 
communicated in the verbal record. 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
A transcriptionist was hired to convert the interview tapes to Word documents. A 
transcribed record of the interviews allowed the researcher to review and reflect upon the 
answers to the interviewer’s questions, the conversations. The paper and digital record of 
the interviews provided the researcher with a basis for reflection and a starting point for 
familiarization with the data (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 271). The data was 
transcribed, reviewed and the results formatted for inclusion in the dissertation. 
This data provided compelling insights, based upon the experiences of distance 
education students, for those offering, developing and/or teaching DE courses. Who 
better to provide answers relating to the phenomena than those who have experienced the 
phenomena. Knowing more about the experiences of the students actually participating 
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in distance education and their reasons for selecting that method of study can only help in 
decision making that is involved in developing and administering quality in distance 
education options for students. 
According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), “Data analysis is the process of 
bringing order, structure, and meaning to a mass of collected data. It is time-consuming, 
creative and fascinating.” (p. 278). The data was analyzed by reviewing the transcripts 
and field notes. Analysis of the data involves immersion in the interview transcripts, so 
that themes and meaning start to emerge from the data (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 
270, 279). The interview transcripts were read, reviewed and synthesized into shorter 
formats that take the form of themes and categories based upon the data. This is not an 
easy process and requires reading, reviewing and revisiting the transcripts repeatedly 
(Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 282). Putting the data into common themes allows the 
data to form a story that the researcher can then document. 
The methods used to analyze the data collected are those associated with a 
phenomenological study. The researcher seeks all possible meaning and perspectives 
about how the phenomenon was experienced by those interviewed (Creswell, 1998, 
p.150). This includes analysis of the data supplied by those interviewed to find themes 
and meaning that can be derived from the student’s experiences (Creswell, 1998, p. 147- 
150). 
The next step in data analysis is to interpret the data that has been categorized into 
themes (Creswell, 1998, p. 147-150; Neuman, 2003, p. 441). According to Creswell 
(1998), using the themes that have evolved from the data interpretation, the researcher 
then develops a description of the experience that captures the essence of how the 
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phenomenon was understood by those who lived it (p. 150). At this point, the researcher 
is trying to tell the story of the data (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 287). The researcher is 
charged with taking the findings and creating something that can be added to the body of 
knowledge and can make the experience(s) understood by others (Creswell, 1998, p. 177; 
Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 288). Polkinghome (1989) describes the purpose of such a 
research report, “Produce a report that gives an accurate, clear, and articulate description 
of the experience. The reader of the report should come away with the feeling that I 
understand better what it is like for someone to experience that.” (p. 46). 
Trustworthiness 
The trustworthiness of this research was ensured by adhering to the 
strategies of rigor and credibility as put forth by Rossman and Rallis (2003) 
(p.69). The strategies availed by the researcher, to enhance credibility, were the 
use of critical friends and using a community of practice (Rossman and Rallis, 
2003, p, 69). Critical friends, who are peers and advisors in the academic and 
administrative sides of academia, were used as sounding boards, acted as 
“intellectual watchdogs” as the study was envisioned, designed, and revised. 
Additionally, those in the field of distance education and learning styles were 
frequently utilized as confidants and sources of valued insights as the research 
design and collection progressed. 
Clarification of the process used in data collection, the methods and clarity 
of documentation detailing the data collection process allow the trustworthiness of 
the research project to be assessed (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 122). How 
entry to the participants was gained is another factor that is used in assessing the 
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trustworthiness of a research study and the data it collects (Rossman and Rallis, 
2003, p. 158). The entry to participants and corresponding trustworthiness is well 
documented in earlier narratives of this paper. Additionally, the data collection 
process has been documented and presented as it unfolded, from the perspective 
of the researcher. 
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CHAPTER V 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDENTS 
What I am looking for is not out there, it is in me. 
Helen Keller 
Introduction 
For the purposes of this research study, nine distance education students, out of 
the initial pool who responded to the call for participants and met the criteria set forth in 
the study, were selected to be interviewed. The nine students interviewed for this study 
were from three of the community colleges in Massachusetts. The community colleges 
they attended were as different from each other as were the students who were 
interviewed. Several of the students “mixed and matched”, they took their DE courses at 
more than one public higher education institution in Massachusetts. The participants 
consisted of three males and six females. 
All of the students interviewed had taken at least four distance education courses. 
Additionally, each student had taken at least 50% of his or her courses via distance 
education. All of the participants had at least one face-to-face course in their college 
experiences. 
All nine students interviewed turned out to be non-traditional students. This 
follows the pattern of distance education students in general ( National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2002; Sikora & Carroll, 2002). The characteristics of those 
students who participated are of interest and provide insight into some of their responses. 
Most of the students interviewed worked part time or full time. For example, 
David was in the military and currently stationed overseas. Gina ran her own business 
from her home. Ian was retired from the military but had taken a second career. 
76 
Alexandra and Barbara were full time mothers. Margaret worked full time at an elite 
private college. 
The majority of the students interviewed had children, who ranged from toddlers 
to school age to adult children. Some of their children still lived at home, others were 
living on their own or away at college. Two of the students interviewed had no children. 
Several of the students interviewed were married. There were students who were single, 
divorced, and had children. There were those who were single and had no children. 
Some of those interviewed were married with children. One student had two dogs that 
she thought of as “her children”. For purposes of this study, I did not. 
Eight of the students interviewed drove, had a community college located nearby 
and time to take on-site courses. Some did so, reluctantly, when they had no other 
options. Others, occasionally, took on-site courses depending on the actual course and 
what it entailed. At present, David, one of the students interviewed was out of the 
country and did not have the ability to take on-site courses. 
The interviews varied in length from 30 minutes to an hour and 15 minutes. The 
time variation was due to the responses and follow-up questions. While all participants 
were asked the same seven questions, certain answers from the students led to additional 
questions for clarification purposes. 
In studying the data, I looked not just at individual responses, but was very 
interested in similarities of the responses. In this research, the focal point was 
unbundling convenience for these DE students, based upon their individual stories and 
experiences. I also looked at this case study from the point of view of finding 
commonalities among the students. Were they telling similar stories? Were their reasons 
for selecting and continuing with distance courses comparable to the other students 
interviewed for this research? In reviewing the data, the researcher wondered if there 
was any generalizability within the responses. The individual stories, as well as the 
student responses, in the aggregate, are important to this research. In looking for 
commonalities, but keeping the individual stories as a focal point, it is believed that this 
research would be able to provide valuable insight into the bundle labeled convenience in 
distance education. 
Those being interviewed were told that I was conducting research regarding 
student interest in on-line courses and learning. The general and broad nature of the 
interview questions was purposeful. The goal was to provide no guidance as to the 
specific nature of the study, but engage the participants in a general dialogue. This way I 
would get genuine answers rather than the answers they thought I wanted. The only thing 
I knew about these students, prior to the interview, was that they were taking DE courses. 
The Students 
Alexandra is a single woman with three children, who range in age from 4 to 16. 
She is in her early 30’s. She is a full-time mother, in addition to being a student, and 
doesn’t work outside the home. Alexandra takes only distance education courses. She is 
pursuing an associate’s degree in Paralegal Studies. She was very up front about the fact 
that she finds it extremely difficult to interact with people. Ironically, interviewing her 
was very easy and she was very talkative. I actually had to excuse myself an hour after 
the interview finished because I had an hour and a half drive ahead of me. Alexandra 
was reserved but very forthcoming in her answers. 
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Gina is a student who is pursuing a bachelor’s degree at a Massachusetts State 
College. She can’t get enough of the courses she needs at the state college, so Gina takes 
as many DE courses as she can at the nearby community college and she will transfer 
them to the state college. She is a very warm and outgoing person who, ironically, told 
me that she is uncomfortable interacting in the classroom. Gina is married, in her late 
20’s, with four children who range from pre-school to teenagers. Gina is a first 
generation college student. When Gina graduates, she will be the first in her family to do 
so. Gina home schools her children, but worries if she will be up to the task as her 
daughter approaches high school. She and her husband own their own business. 
II 
/ # II 
Gina invited me to her home to do the interview, as she spends a good part of her 
day on the road for her business and doesn’t live near the educational institution that she 
is attending, by virtue of taking DE courses at the college. Both Gina and her children 
could not have been warmer or more welcoming to me. Gina was very hospitable and 
talkative with me. 
David is a student in his 20’s. He is a construction worker, who worked full- time 
until he was deployed by the military to the Middle East, where he is currently working 
as a firefighter. David is single. David is pursuing an associate degree, but not with any 
immediate urgency. He did tell me that his parents are happy he is still working toward 
his degree. Since our interview in October, when he was home on leave, David has sent 
me an occasional e-mail letting me know what he is up to and that he is safe. 
Christine is a student pursuing an associate degree. She is a full figured woman, 
in her late 30’s, who is married and has a school age daughter. Christine struck me as a 
very sad woman; this could be due to several unfortunate occurrences in her life in the 
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past few months. The most shattering of these occurrences was the loss of her long time 
job as secretary at a local church. Christine had worked full-time in the past, but at the 
time of the interview, she was unemployed for the first time in her life. She and I met at 
a Dunkin Donuts in her home town; as she does not live near her college and does not 
have to, nor does she want to, go to the campus. Christina told me that talking and 
interacting in the classroom is very difficult for her and makes her uncomfortable. In 
fact, she said that participating in this interview made her a little uneasy at first. 
Margaret is a student taking courses so that she can transfer to a 4-year institution. 
Margaret works full time at a small, private. Liberal Arts College. Margaret is a black 
woman in her early 30’s. She is tall and full figured. She is a lesbian who lives with her 
partner and two dogs. Margaret graciously invited me to interview her at her home, since 
she doesn’t actually go to campus to take her courses and this was more convenient for 
her. On the day we interviewed, she was going to volunteer at the local Veterans 
Administration hospital. She stuck me as a very outgoing person. 
Barbara is a student who is pursuing an associate degree in early childhood. She 
runs a daycare business from her home, as well as being a host family for international 
students. She is a single mother with two children in their early 20’s, who live at home 
and attend college. Barbara invited me to her home to conduct the interview, as she is 
only on campus to attend an evening class. It was more convenient for her to be 
interviewed at her home. She was a very sociable person and was able to handle multiple 
tasks at once. She rocked a baby while we were talking, got another child onto the bus in 
front of the house and had a child dropped off, all during our interview. 
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Donna is a student who graduated with an associate degree in December. She 
was visibly excited about graduating and going on for her bachelor’s degree. She will be 
attending a four-year institution in Maryland, via distance education courses, to pursue 
her bachelor’s degree in paralegal studies. Donna went out of her way to accommodate 
me. She was aware that I needed one more interview to finish my data collection and she 
was happy to help me. She and I had our interview two days before Christmas. Donna is 
in her early 30’s, married and has two school age children, one who is special needs. She 
is a full-time mother, in addition to being a student. Donna and I met for the interview at 
her home institution. Education and finishing her degree were very important to Donna 
and it was very obvious that she had educational goals and was on track in meeting them. 
Scott is a student who has been taking courses for several years. He is in his early 
30’s, married and has four school age children. He would like to obtain degree, at some 
point, but is just as happy to gain skills and knowledge from his courses. His area of 
study is computer technology and video production. He told me that he had changed 
majors on more than one occasion and took a variety of courses just because they 
interested him. Scott works for himself, as a consultant, and seems to enjoy the freedom 
it affords him. Unlike most of the students I interviewed, Scott didn’t appear to have a 
sense of urgency about his education or degree completion. 
Ian is in his 50’s, a retired, career military man who was finishing his degree. He 
graduated in December, after pursuing it on and off for decades. He is a very reserved, 
quiet and polite man. It took him a good half hour to switch from calling me Ma’am to 
calling me Debbie. He retired from the military after 20 years of service. He currently 
works full-time. Ian has four children who live at home and hopes that he is setting a 
good educational example for them. Ian met me at his home institution and was very 
happy to participate in an interview and help me with my research. In fact, he was quite 
pleased with being selected to be interviewed. Ian was very happy to have finally 
completed his degree and this was obvious during the interview. 
Convenience 
The focus of this study was to develop a greater understanding of the bundles 
labeled convenience in distance education. It was hoped that the students words and 
experiences would reveal insights regarding why they had initially selected and then 
continued taking distance education courses. Through the students’ stories, it was hoped 
that the complexities of the convenience in DE would be revealed. 
The first question that was asked of all the students interviewed was why they 
first took a distance education course. The response to this question, given by eight out 
of the nine students interviewed, was convenience. This answer was not unexpected and 
has been found in data compiled in several national surveys (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2002; Sikora and Carroll, 2002). 
As the student interviews continued and I had completed the fourth, fifth and sixth 
interview, I had a sense of familiarity about this answer of convenience that was given 
repeatedly and continued through eight of the interviews. The tone and answer of 
“convenience” was very similar to the automatic, unthinking, response that is typically 
given when you casually run into someone and say, “hi, how are you?” The response is a 
variation of, “fine, how are you?” and is given regardless of what someone is really 
feeling or what is really going on in their life. The response of “convenience” to my 
question was almost that automatic, polite response of an expected answer rather than a 
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thoughtful answer. Was this repeated response attributed to; what they thought I wanted 
to hear, this is what they truly believed, they hadn’t really thought about the question or 
sheer nervousness at the initial interview question? 
The following were answers to my initial question that asked, “Why did you first 
take a distance ed course?” David explained, “I appreciate the fact that I can take these 
courses because it makes the education process convenient to me”. Barbara stated, “For 
convenience, for my schedule.” Christine told me: 
First, it was the convenience; it’s a 25 mile round trip to my school. And I 
thought that would save me some traveling. And actually, I had another 
reason why I liked it so much. Do you want to know why? ... In a way, I 
liked the anonymity of it, the being anonymous 
The answer of convenience was expected. While much of the research regarding 
DE cites convenience as the predominant factor in selection of distance education, this 
research wanted to determine what defined convenience for these DE students (Sikora & 
Carroll, 2002). Throughout the interviews, students were asked about their experience 
and feelings regarding DE and their selection of DE. Whatever the reasons for the initial 
pat answer, the answers that followed provided insight into why they initially selected, 
continued to participate in distance education courses and why they were convenient. 
I listened carefully as these students answered my questions and revealed their 
experiences with DE. In telling their stories, the students gave deeper meaning to their 
selection and, in many cases, preference of distance courses over face to face courses. 
From this data, several themes emerged that would be placed as threads in the bundle of 
convenience. The convenience in distance education had much deeper connections and 
meaning than ease. 
CHAPTER VI 
FINDINGS 
I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him free. 
Michelangelo 
Reasons for Continuing to Take Distance Education Courses 
When asked, “Would you continue to take DE courses”, the answer was 
overwhelmingly yes, by all the students. Gina responded, “I started because I got 
pregnant, and I didn’t want to leave school altogether, but once I started (DE courses), I 
was addicted, that was it for me. .. .Umm, because I prefer the on-line ones, I find them to 
be better.” Many of the students elaborated on the “yes” answer with comments on why 
they preferred distance courses rather than on-site classes. Conversely, the students also 
told me various reasons why they did not want to be in a traditional classroom. The 
students’ answers revealed not only a preference for DE, but a lack of interest in the on¬ 
site classroom. 
Face to Face Classes...I Can’t Learn... 
Students told me they felt their learning was much richer in the DE classroom. 
Not only did they feel the method of learning was more conducive to their learning, but 
they felt they were active participants in their learning in the distance education 
classroom. The students expressed their feeling (perception) of being in control of their 
learning, how they are learning and retaining more in the DE classroom. Alexandra told 
me that she simply could not learn by sitting in a classroom and listening to a teacher 
lecture for three hours a week. Gina said: 
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Once you take on-line courses, going back is hard. Um, I don’t take any 
on-site classes. I realize that I have to take a few to finish my degree, but it 
will be something to do, so that I am not at home. But, um, I don’t think 
that I could take a whole schedule of classes that way. It would be way too 
much. 
Alexandra stated, “Myself, I couldn’t sit in a classroom all day. It would drive me 
absolutely out of my mind.” I found this interesting, especially because Alexandra had 
the time and ability to physically attend on-site classes; she just felt that she could not 
learn much this way. DE allowed her to be in control of and the guide for her learning 
and this empowerment made all the difference in her learning. Alexandra went on to say, 
“I think the characteristics that really work for me is I’m able to just be given a schedule 
and a deadline as to when it needs to be done and do it at my own pace”. Donna 
expressed it this way, “I have other things to do and I didn’t want to sit in a room with a 
bunch of 18-year-old kids. I’m just past that. I don’t have time to sit in a classroom, so a 
couple of things played into it.” David had this to say, “I think distance education 
courses give students a different and more modem way of learning.” 
Gina explained it this way: 
Because in class, you sit there and get lectured for 3 hours per week and 
you get homework assignments and they essentially tell you what’s on the 
quiz. In class, I found that I was doing what I had to, to pass the next test, 
but then it’s gone, gone. You know, I made it to the next test and passed, 
but then it’s gone. I wrote down what they wanted me to write down, but 
then it’s gone and I got A’s and that was good, but it’s gone, gone. But, 
ask me a month later and I might remember a quarter of it, maybe. ... I’m 
one of those people who if I sit through a lecture, I don’t read the book, I 
don’t have to, I get A’s without ever reading the book., that’s half the 
reason that it’s gone later on. I can get A’s without ever really learning 
the stuff. But, in the long run, it doesn’t help me. 
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Christine explains, “Yes, I learn more from them than I do in a 
classroom...The difference, I believe is a way of learning more...” Barbara 
expressed her opinion about the format of the on-site classroom, this way: 
“When it comes to tests, it’s there, I don’t have to worry about 
formulas, I can go back and look at my notes and say, this is how 
you do this problem. When I did an on-site course in Math, I got 
B+ in it, in my on-line classes, I get A’s. I have my notes right 
there, that added confidence, I don’t always use them, but they’re 
there and it’s a different feeling... In a classroom it goes every 
which way”. 
Margaret told me: 
But the first time, it was because I had already been doing the on 
campus everyday for several hours and having that dynamic where 
I am trying to do what I need to do and having constant 
interruptions from the, uh, not as mature students. You know. So, 
I was just kind of, you know, I need to find another way to still 
learn, but find a way that doesn’t involve this dynamic. 
These students were not happy in a traditional classroom; it didn’t allow them to 
learn as much as they felt they could. They could pass the on-site classes and, in many 
cases, get A’s and B’s, but they felt they were going through the motions and not really 
learning the material in the on-site courses. A traditional classroom setting didn’t allow 
them to focus on what they needed to, in order to best facilitate their learning. These are 
students who appear to be very focused and centered. They were neither of those things 
when in a physical classroom. For them, the on-site classroom was fraught with 
distractions. They seem to do best and appreciate a class that allows them to chart the 
course of the learning. Gina added this, “Once you take on-line courses, going back is 
hard. Um, I don’t take any on-site classes.” 
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Classroom Setting Not My Cup of Tea 
Several of students said that they simply didn’t like to be in face-to- face 
classrooms. The reasons for this varied. Their answers revealed that it really was not all 
simple. Alexandra and Barbara felt that they couldn’t learn in what they considered to be 
a passive method learning. They felt that in the classroom they were being told what to 
learn and it was presented in one way, via a lecture combined with discussion from other 
students. Alexandra went on to say that she had a hard time interacting with people in a 
face-to-face manner; she explained that doing this interview was difficult for her. 
Alexandra added, “I have a hard time interacting with other adults or whatever and taking 
tests and everything. I have a real hard time doing that.” So if I am able to just do it at 
my own speed then it’s great. Barbara said, “Yes, I learn more from them (DE) than I do 
in a classroom. I get more involved and you have to pace yourself and you stay on the 
subject. In a classroom it goes every which way.” 
Students also told me that they were not altogether interested in interactions with 
or the opinions of a typical eighteen or nineteen year old. Donna said, “Besides, I don’t 
want to sit in a room with a bunch of eighteen year olds.” According to Gina: 
Um, so you don’t have that as much and I am okay with that and I don’t 
miss that. As I got older, one of the problems in class is that they are so 
immature, they are right out of high school, they don't have families or 
they don’t have kids or they don’t want to be there, but somebody expects 
them to be there. (Laughter). So, it’s like, I have been in some classes 
where it’s like, where’s the joke, why am I here? I think on-line, the 
teacher can pick that out easier. 
Margaret’s response was: 
To keep from having to deal with the classroom (laughter). Honestly, 
because I am an older student, I found that the classroom had so many 
right out of high school students. The discussions would get distracted, 
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we wouldn’t cover as much information as we needed to cover, and 
umm, maybe you can just call it age, 1 didn’t feel like dealing with that, I 
just wanted to deal with the topic and why I was there. 
Gina had this opinion: 
So, I think I look at it as being where I want to be, umm I think if I were 
in a different position where I wanted that college community, a lot of 
that is missing, that interaction, if you are only taking on-line classes. 
Obviously, the students are interacting, but you aren’t there in the middle 
of it. 
These were non-traditional students. The students interviewed were 
expressing the fact that their needs, both social and academic, are different than 
those of a typical college student. Their needs were concentrating on learning 
and the material for the class. These students were experienced at life, had lived 
out in the “real world”. In the on-site classroom, were listening to the 
perspectives and views of students who were in their 20’s and who did not have 
a sense of what it means to have families, jobs, responsibilities, etc. This 
dynamic held no interest for them at this point in their college careers. These 
students were in school for very specific purposes; to get a degree, to change 
careers, to get a job, and/or to learn. The desired classroom was one that would 
filter out the “white noise”, so to speak, of the traditional classroom. For these 
students, distance education met those needs. 
Anonymity of Being On-line 
Many of the students interviewed told me about the anonymity of on-line classes. 
In their opinion, it was a relief that they were not physically present in the classroom. The 
reasons for this were varied. In some cases, being physically present in the classroom led 
to anxiety that hindered their participation in class or their ability to concentrate. Other 
students told me they were uncomfortable having other students looking at them as they 
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were talking. Some students felt uncomfortable with first impressions formed in an on¬ 
site class, based upon their physical appearance. 
Christine said, “In a way, I liked the anonymity of it, the being anonymous.” She 
told me that being in the classroom made her anxious, that she was always wondering 
when she would be called on to answer a question. The anxiety of “waiting for the bomb 
to drop”, of her being called on, distracted her from concentrating on the material being 
presented. She much prefers to be able to answer behind the privacy of her computer. 
There, no one is staring at her and making her uncomfortable. Alexandra told me a 
similar story. Alexandra said it this way, “Well, myself, I have a hard time interacting 
with people. She repeated variations on this phrase several times during our interview. 
Dealing with the face-to-face environment made her uncomfortable and nervous. For 
Alexandra, and some of the students interviewed, distance education alleviated this 
discomfort. They didn’t feel the pressure of immediate responses required nor did they 
have other students looking at them. Distance education gave them the convenience of 
perceived anonymity. 
Margaret told me that in an onsite classroom, based upon her looks, first 
impressions that were formed about her by other students. These first impressions tended 
to isolate her. This didn’t happen in the DE classroom. Impressions in the on-line course 
were based on her interactions and responses, not upon her looks. This was a definite 
advantage in Margaret’s opinion. She was able to concentrate on her class content and 
interact with fellow students without the burden of bias, based upon how she looked and 
how people perceived her based upon her appearance. But, ironically, Margaret is one of 
the students who will also take an occasional on-site course. 
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Margaret said: 
Right now, I am taking a writing class; a creative writing class and the 
teacher is taking us into areas where you don’t want everybody to know 
what you look like. And I think that’s a good thing because in most cases, 
with this class, we are talking about very sensitive subject matter. So, if 
you are talking about something horrible in your childhood, you may not 
want 25 people staring at you while this piece of information is being 
presented. That’s tense for me. So, I was glad that I was doing it this 
particular way, because even if they walked by me in the hallway 
tomorrow, they wouldn’t know that it was me. 
Gina’s feelings were: 
But on-line I can say all that I want because no one can see me, so I tend 
to contribute more to the discussion board, there’s no one looking at me. 
There’s much more back and forth and that’s why I get more out of it. Do 
you know what I’m saying? 
Scott explained it this way: 
There are other students who don’t like to be called on and you start doing 
one of these, you are sliding under your desk and um, so, it’s great being 
in a class because they are learning, but it’s just, it just drives them crazy. 
I think that’s particularly something that’s interesting about the on-line 
classes, you can participate all you want, and you don’t have to do it in 
front of anybody. 
The student’s perception of DE and written interactions removing first 
impressions is a fascinating one. I was especially intrigued because I have to admit, 
based upon my e-mail interactions with these students, I formed impressions of the 
students that I would be interviewing. In most cases the impression or picture I had 
formed of them, based upon our interactions and little bits of information that I had about 
their lives, turned out to be very far removed from the actual student. 
I had pictured Margaret as a well educated, upper class person who was an 
“earthy crunchy” type, because she worked at an exclusive, private women’s college 
where convention is not exactly the norm. Physically, she could not have been more 
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opposite to the picture I had in my mind. From a personality aspect, she was so much 
more than what I had imagined. Margaret was a delight to interview. 
I had formulated an image of Gina, based on our e-mails. That image had been 
one of a single, yuppie, businesswoman who had business meetings across the state and 
was tired after a long days work. DE would fit “conveniently” into this scenario. I was 
so wrong. Gina was married and the mother of four children. It looked like they 
struggled to make ends meet, and her extensive travel schedule across the state was to 
help get her and her husband’s video production business off the ground. With all of this 
going on, she was trying to finish her education and get her associate degree. 
I had also formed an image of Christine. We communicated easily and frequently 
in the course of trying to schedule the interview. She had referred to a teenage daughter 
and car-pooling, competing demands, being a student, etc. and I pictured her being just 
like me. She was not at all like I pictured; she was a very large woman and almost 
painfully shy, she seemed like such a sad person and, in fact, told me a few times during 
the interview how difficult it was for her to agree to do this. Her physical presence was 
not at all what I had pictured in my mind. 
I had not really formed a visual image or expectation of the males and that was 
probably because our e-mail correspondence had been pretty straight to the point of 
setting up the interview. The female students were very forthcoming with lots of 
personal information and back and forth in the course of our correspondence and I felt at 
3 
ease with them before going into the interviews . 
3 This ease and back and forth with the female students was in part due to the researcher. As a business 
practice, in general, I tend to be very straight to the point and business like with males and more at ease and 
forthcoming with personal information with females. 
91 
As evidenced by their stories, these students were aware, sometimes painfully so, 
that when we appear in person, we are seen by others as we actually look and we cannot 
ignore this fact. I got the impression that this was okay, if judgments were made based 
upon their appearances, as long as someone also knew them intellectually. People who 
had already connected with them, even if only by e-mail or discussion board, were less 
likely to dismiss or condemn them based solely upon their looks. 
As mentioned, I had formed opinions and visuals of these students based on our e- 
mail interactions. Though they turned out to be very different than the visual I had 
formed in my mind, I knew these people and had a connection with them and would not 
dismiss or change that opinion based on their looks. This is what they were telling me: 
they needed that extra edge, the advantage of having their classmates get to know them 
without judging them on appearance, in order to be comfortable. Having others “see” 
them based upon who they are and not how they looked, made it so much easier to deal 
with dislike or negatives. This was because they felt any dislike or dismissal was genuine 
and not an opinion based upon appearance. Interestingly, this is a premise that has made 
on-line dating popular. 
To quote Sally Fields in her Oscar acceptance speech, “You like me, you really 
like me”. These students wanted to be liked or disliked based upon their brains, 
personalities and opinions, not on how they looked. It appeared that some of these 
students had been victims of being judged on first appearances and it had not worked in 
their favor. Being judged on appearance acted as a barrier to their comfort in the on-site 
classroom. Being on-line and not having to be judged by their appearance or the center 
of attention with all eyes on them, was a relief. 
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Uncomfortable in the Classroom 
There were several students who revealed that they were extremely uncomfortable 
in a classroom. Some had difficulty interacting with people and in social situations. 
There were other students who were simply uncomfortable participating “live” in the 
classroom. Having people that they didn’t know, or were familiar with, present while 
they had to interact with classmates caused them a great deal of anxiety. Gina explained 
it this way: 
The other part of it is that I don’t do well in social settings, in large 
groups, so, it’s really intimidating. I have this thing, I always feel like I 
am in the wrong place, even though I have checked my schedule, checked 
the room, so it makes it really hard to get into the classroom in the first 
place. And if I get in, you better believe that I’m not going to say 
anything, I’m not going to contribute. I sit in the front, but I sit on one of 
the sides, so that I’m not the center of attention. I don’t say anything, 
even if I have things to say. 
Christine told me: 
I like to, um, stay in the background, even when I go to classes at the 
school, I sit in the back, I like to observe people, I am not really one who 
likes to participate. I am always like, is the teacher going to call on me, 
???, so when I am on line, I submit my work to the teacher and I get my 
grade back. 
Scott had this observation: 
So, I think it tends to make for a more comfortable learning experience for 
some people and you might end up taking in more. Like with my wife, 
she likes to go to classes, but when you put her in a group of 20 people, 
she likes to learn, but not enough to raise her hand. And I know that, in 
watching her do classes, the one right now is a computer based class, to 
watch her go through the exploratory process, to see how excited she gets 
when she figures out something that she didn’t get before is kind of cool. 
I don’t think she would have gotten that in a class of 25 on-site because 
here she can go, whoosh and, but in a class, it’s kind of like, ooh, I got 
this, people are kind of reserved (and so is she). 
The ability to think about the material and take time to form responses was a 
definite bonus in the opinion of many of the DE students in this study. In a traditional 
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classroom, students felt they did not have the ability to participate because of the need to 
respond in a relatively short period of time before the Instructor moved on with the 
lecture or discussion. The pressure of immediate responses was difficult for these 
students. Many of the students felt that they were able to respond and contribute to 
discussions when given time to reflect and formulate their response(s). Having time to be 
able to think before responding to a topic thread or discussion board topic was a definite 
advantage for the students interviewed. 
DE Courses Facilitate My Learning 
Learning at Times Convenient to Me 
Students cited the ability to access the material when they wanted to as being a 
convenience of distance education. Several students talked about accessing the classes a 
few times a week and in many cases for several hours at a time. This would seem at odds 
with previous comments that they couldn’t sit still for an hour or several hours in a 
classroom setting. It began to make perfect sense when they elaborated on the “any time 
that is convenient to me” comments that they had made. As students continued to tell me 
why DE worked for them, it began to give shape to a definition of convenience. 
These definitions included reasons, the bundles that underlied convenience. An 
advantage of the DE classroom cited by many of the students was the ability to “rewind”. 
As they explained it, in a traditional classroom, the information is put forth once, you 
have the ability to ask questions or ask for clarification, but the material is presented 
once. In the distance education classroom, students felt that they could not only access 
the material at their convenience, but could access the material repeatedly if it helped 
their learning. The ability to go back over material, even weeks later, was cited as a 
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definite advantage by the DE students interviewed. Donna said, “Yeah, as a learner, I 
don’t sit down and do it for four hours at a time, I do little bits and pieces. (Laughter) 
Sometimes, if I am behind. I’ll do it all in one day.” 
Instead of cramming in one day, Alexandra explained it this way, “So, usually 
what I do is to do bits and pieces. A little bit one day. A little bit one day, so when the 
day it is exactly due I can pull it all together.” 
Ian described it this way: 
They just offer a lot I think if you apply yourself and you look at the 
comments whether the discussion board is involved or not or the sharing 
of papers. I just think that it is a great opportunity. I know it is for me 
working a full-time job with four kids and the convenience of not having 
to get in the car and travel to the college whether it is community college 
or other. .. .You’ve got to take it seriously. You got to take the time. If 
you aren’t going to prioritize your own study time and try to do the very 
best you can, you’re probably wasting your time. That might be the type 
of person that would be better going onto campus and having more 
regimented interaction with the professor. But if you can discipline 
yourself, it’s a great education, it really is. 
Christine told me, “You can do the work a lot sooner, if you have the time ... And 
the flexibility of the date, knowing that you have a deadline, but if you are moving, you 
have the flexibility of bumping up the deadline.” 
It Is the Way I Learn Best 
Convenience in distance education means different things to different people. The 
ability to access material repeatedly is an important function of convenience for these DE 
students. Students told me, the on-site lecture is there for the time that you are in class, 
but then it’s gone. It is accessible only while you are in the classroom and it can not be 
replayed. This was one drawback of face-to-face classes for those students who need to 
access material repeatedly to fully grasp it. Some students needed to learn material in 
little pieces; they can’t process or retain information that is presented in one big chunk. 
This feature of DE added up to convenience for these students. 
For Ian, it meant the ability to repeatedly go over something that he did not 
understand or couldn’t grasp. He found, he would go back to earlier lecture notes or 
material to reinforce his understanding. Sometimes, Ian would leave it and come back to 
it later, to help his understanding. Gina felt that she was much more involved with the 
material in her on-line classes, that it helped her learn and retain more. Alexandra found 
that the ability to access material more than once, if she needed to, facilitated her 
learning. Barbara felt that she was able to retain the material and the result was she 
learned more. 
For Margaret, it meant not having to wait until the next class meeting to learn 
more. If she was particularly excited or interested in a topic, she had access to the 
material. If she wanted more on a subject, she didn’t have to stop, she could keep going. 
There was not the imposed time limits of course blocks that ended, of having to wait for 
more information and having the class pick up where it was left off, at the next class 
meeting. Alexandra described it this way: 
So I like that because it gives me a date of exactly what I need to get it 
done and it allows me to say okay well I have this appointment with kid 
on this day and this kid on that day I know that on Thursday I can spend 
the whole day working. She also added, “I feel I need a lot more time to 
spend on the work that I have so when I’m reading something it takes me 
a long while to read something. I can read it three or four times it takes me 
a little while to get it up here (she points to her brain). 
Gina told me, “Umm, because I prefer the on-line ones, I find them to be better.” 
She added, “A lot of ways, I learn more doing on-line courses. Because you have to do 
so much independently.” She went on to say, “You are handling it so much more, many 
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more times, you’ve got to read it, you’ve got to process it and you’ve got to learn it, 
you’ve got to do so much more with it. 
The accessibility, not just the anywhere, anytime accessibility of distance 
education but the accessibility of repeated access and the ability to revisit course material 
added up to another thread of convenience for the students interviewed in this study. 
This is also intertwined with the convenience of being away from an environment that 
they do not believe facilitates their learning. 
In Control of Their Learning 
In the conversations with these students, it became very obvious to me that they 
wanted to take control of their learning or feel that they were taking control and felt 
distance education courses allowed them to do that. Control of their learning meant that 
they were active participants in their learning. This appeared to be tied to taking control 
of their educational time and ensuring the time they spent learning were valuable. In that 
same way, control over their learning meant that they were following paths or doing 
things that allowed them to learn the material in the best way they could. With DE, the 
students felt they were active learners. In a face-to-face class, they felt they were passive 
learners, just absorbers of the material presented and many of them couldn’t absorb the 
material by being a passive learner. 
The ability to access the DE courses according to the students schedule was cited 
as an advantage, it was a factor that made the courses convenient. In many cases, this 
was not as it appeared; simple convenience. But, ironically, students tied convenience to 
their selection of DE, even though they then followed up with reasons tied to their 
learning. As the explanations for these comments were given, it appeared that access on 
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their schedule was a factor in the bundles of convenience because it assisted in their 
learning of the material. Students are able to study the material, to do class work at their 
own pace. Margaret explained, “With the on-line courses, you have the ability to go 
ahead and do the work ahead, if you want to”. As students spoke, it became clear that 
accessing courses on their schedule meant a lot more than “I only can study on 
Wednesday nights” or “I can only study after 10pm” or “if I have 15 minutes, I can get 
some studying done.” 
Barbara told me this about her continuing to take DE courses, “It’s a lot more 
convenient than traveling. I get a lot more out of it. I leam a lot more, but you have to be 
disciplined. If you’re not disciplined you’re going to fall behind and if you fall behind 
you don’t catch up”. She, like other students, bring the “convenience” factor into the 
equation even though they then tell you they leam more and retain more and that is why 
they prefer distance education classes. 
DE Courses Challenge Me 
A recurrent comment made by the students interviewed was that DE 
courses challenged them in a way that on-site courses did not. A frequently heard 
response from the students was that they were working harder and longer in their 
on-line courses, when contrasted with on-site courses they had taken. The 
students did not mind the extra work or time that DE courses required because 
they felt that they were being challenged and, most importantly, they felt they 
were rising to that challenge. 
Even when the distance education courses were not optimal quality or set up in a 
manner that did not make it a great class or learning experience for these students, they 
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still found DE preferable to on-site. A poor quality DE course did not make them opt for 
on-site, it simply made them wish that the faculty had been better prepared or more 
responsive. They stuck with it, because they still had the ability to control what they 
learned in these classes. That goes back to why they selected DE in the first place. It met 
their educational needs on many fronts and for lack of a better term, they said these 
classes were convenient and this is one of the bundles in the convenience of DE. 
Barbara expressed it this way, “The difference, I believe, is a way of learning 
more.” For her, the DE courses challenged her in a way that face-to-face classes could 
not. She said, “I enjoy the on-lines a lot more than the onsite. I like to be challenged so, 
I like the challenge.” The challenge in DE, as several students explained it, is comprised 
of several things; staying on track, getting your work completed and the hands-on 
component. They were not just reading things in a book, but going out to websites, 
viewing video clips, doing research, group projects, etc. They loved this aspect of DE. 
Several students liked the characteristic of DE that let them be in charge of their learning. 
They refer to this aspect as “hands-on.” They like the challenge of charting the course 
and following it through. Christine had this to say, “It is a lot of extra work. You have to 
be dedicated and you can’t get behind. But I think I am working harder because I am 
basically learning it myself, but that is more my learning style...” She added, “For me, an 
on-site course is harder”. 
Ian’s comments were: 
You get a lot of different views and different opinions and uh you know if 
you’re a little bit open-minded and not opinionated yourself and you read 
some of these things that could be adult students like myself or it could be 
younger people, uh that they really do have good points of view and it 
causes you to open up and think a little bit other than your own. You’re 
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thinking outside the box. .. .I’m looking at 29 different opinions and mine 
isn’t necessarily the best. 
Gina said it this way: 
In regular classes I end up with headaches. But with on-line classes, you 
have to do so much of it on your own, you have to read the chapter on 
your own, usually there’s things that you have to do on your own, things 
you have to look up on your own, there’s so much more that you have to 
do on your own. There is the discussion board that you actually have to 
post a logical statement about the topic, ya know and conversation. And 
you actually have to do it. I’m one of those people who if I sit through a 
lecture, I don’t read the book, I don’t have to, I get A’s without ever 
reading the book, that’s half the reason that it’s gone later on. I can get 
A’s without ever really learning the stuff. But, in the long run, it doesn’t 
help me. On-line, you’ve, got to work because there is no lecture, per se, 
so, you have to see it and you have to repeat it and you have to learn it. 
Interaction With the On-line Class 
The DE students felt that they had better interactions with their fellow students in 
the on-line classes. The discomfort of the on-site classroom, in some cases, caused them 
to become paralyzed by fear and unable to respond or participate. For others, having to 
answer on the spot or having classmates stare at them while they spoke was a source of 
great anxiety. Students felt that the discussion board facilitated both their learning and 
interaction with fellow students. 
Christine explained, “It was almost like having a discussion, but you could still 
be, it was like being anonymous by just typing it in. I liked that characteristic.” For 
many of the students interviewed, being face to face with other students made them feel 
uncomfortable. There were students who felt they were dismissed or not taken seriously 
based upon their physical appearance. When communicating on-line, the pressure was 
off. Fellow classmates saw their words and thoughts, not their physical appearance and 
there was no one looking at them while they typed. This was the “anonymous” factor. It 
allowed students to participate in an environment that was safe and anxiety free. Christine 
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told me, “The ones I have been happiest with, most successful with are the ones who use 
the Blackboard discussion board. There is active participation ... we had to post to the 
discussion board and then respond to the postings:” 
Barbara described the interactions this way, “We do work as a group. We do 
have to work together on projects. Yeah, it’s a lot of fun, because then you can get 
everybody else’s input too. And we range anywhere from 19 to there is someone in my 
class in their 50’s.” I asked how she knew this and she replied, “Discussion, you 
introduce yourself at the beginning so that that’s great too.” I asked, “If she would get 
that in a normal classroom?” She explained “No we don’t, I mean a little bit but not to 
that extent”. This interaction with her classmates and the level of interaction was 
definitely a positive feature of her DE courses. 
Donna said this, “No, I didn’t know anybody... I don’t know anyone on a 
personal level. I wouldn’t know anybody if they walked into the door. There’s no 
connectivity, there’s no relationships that go on in the class. If you’re looking for that in 
terms of a college experience, it’s not there.” Later she commented on the discussion 
board. She said, “It built cohesiveness for the class, it kept everyone together, because 
we were disconnected, we didn’t know one another.” 
The concept of disconnected cohesiveness was another factor in the bundles of 
convenience. As explained earlier, for the students in this study, social interactions were 
avoided for a variety of reasons. The discussion boards allowed them to put their 
opinions out to the class, read classmates opinions, respond to other opinions and get the 
value added by classmate perspectives. They were able to have a classroom experience 
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that included the perspectives of classmates, but without having the face-to-face social 
interactions that made them uncomfortable. 
Many of the students felt that these interactions or opinions on a topic do not 
necessarily come forth in the same degree, both quality and quantity, in a classroom 
discussion, as they do in an on-line discussion board. This relates to the earlier 
discussion regarding the DE students feeling able to contribute from the safety of their 
computer(s) and the ability to take time to craft a response. Several students also told me 
that, on-line, they are able to weed out, by not reading them, the answers from students 
that they consider as less mature or not contributing valuable insights. The disconnected 
cohesiveness tied into convenience because it reduced the stress and anxiety of learning 
and allowed them to make the most Of their educational time. 
Non-Traditional High School Experience 
Many of the students that I interviewed had experienced a non- traditional high 
school experience. These students attended a non-traditional high school or had high 
school years that would not meet the norm of a traditional high school experience. I 
found this to be a fascinating finding. It made me wonder if there was a connection 
between their past non-traditional experiences and their current selection of distance 
education. The students interviewed told me several times that they could not learn in a 
traditional classroom. Did this occur because of the previous non-traditional high school 
experience or was it related to the need for a different style of learning. Did they know 
that they could not thrive in a traditional classroom and because of that sought out the 
non-traditional experience of the distance education experience? 
Scott had attended a high school for juvenile offenders and described it this way: 
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I attended a traditional high school until my sophomore year, at which 
point, I transferred to an alternative program. Once I got transferred to the 
alternative program, they were more flexible. They were also much more 
accommodating to different learning styles. One of the things that was an 
issue for me in high school was that I am ah extremely hands on learner 
and they were not able to accommodate that. Especially in high school, 
they have, they weren’t able to pay that attention to me. Once I got 
transferred, there were six or seven in a class, the instructor had the ability 
to give us one on one when I needed it. I also ended up with a lot more 
freedom. It kind of makes it sound like jail, umm, but you ended up with 
more freedom for good behavior if you stayed out of trouble. If you 
stayed out of detention, if you stayed out of workroom, out of general 
trouble, in a sense, you were awarded more freedom and that helped me a 
lot. Personally, I ran the class most of the time, as it was, because I wasn’t 
a troublemaker and that helped me a lot because I was able to do a lot 
more. 
Alexandra had attended a trade school for high school. This meant that she 
alternated every other week between traditional classroom and fieldwork. Alexandra had 
this perspective, “I felt myself, when you’re in a regular high school if you just do 
classes, classes, and classes all the time it starts to get boring.” She went on to say that 
she needed more than the classroom in order to learn and retain material. She told me, 
“It’s really important cause like I said a lot of people can sit there and read a text book. 
That’s all fine and well good and get it up here than actually getting out into the field is 
well, gee I learned this but.. .yea, and how to do it and that’s why I went into a vocational 
school.” 
Margaret attended a high school for the performing arts. She told me, “Oh, I went 
to the best high school. I was bom in Buffalo, NY and I went to the Buffalo Academy 
for the Performing Arts. Well, have you ever seen the TV show, Fame? ... Well, my 
high school was Fame. So, I absolutely loved it.” 
Donna went to a traditional high school, but had a non-traditional experience. 
She told me, “I just missed a lot of high school. I was an athlete right through so I played 
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all day, every day, every day. I missed a lot of social activities in high school.” Donna 
went on to tell me that she felt she had missed out on academics, she did get good grades, 
but all that mattered was playing tennis in high school. 
Gina had attended a traditional high school, but she had a non-traditional 
experience. As Gina tells it: 
I actually had my first kid while I was in high school. I graduated and 
gave birth a week later. ... I was pregnant, my father was in the hospital 
with a brain tumor. I was preoccupied. I think I was the only kid allowed 
to get phone calls during class because of this. So, high school, was like, I 
didn’t fully participate in high school. I showed up sometimes. But the 
other things is, I think is the advantage of being at a small school because I 
could go to the office and say I need to leave and they would say okay 
because of my circumstances. 
Gina was already experiencing accessing classes on her schedule during her high 
school years. Gina is one of the students who cited accessing classes on her schedule as a 
reason for taking DE classes. For the students interviewed, many had already 
experienced and were comfortable with alternative learning experiences. These students 
view distance education as a different way of learning and it is convenient by virtue of 
fitting their need for alternative, non-traditional learning. 
Conclusions 
I think it is important to note, that while the perception of DE students can be one 
of a student that is anti-social, stays in the shadows and doesn’t interact well with others, 
that is not necessarily an accurate portrayal of the distance education student or the 
students interviewed for this research. This is David’s response to what he liked about 
high school, “1 would have to say friendships and organized sports are the two things I 
enjoyed most in high school. I didn't care much about academia when I was going 
through high school.” Some students were very social, but didn’t want the social aspect 
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of college, at this stage in their lives. There were other students who were not social 
beings and it was truly painful to be in a classroom with other students. 
In listening to the students’ stories regarding their continued selection of and 
participation in distance education, the convenience in distance education has been 
unbundled and several major findings have emerged. One of the major findings is that 
these students feel they cannot learn best in an on-site classroom. This bundle was 
comprise of several factors including; the classroom is fraught with distractions, they are 
uncomfortable in a physical classroom and lecture based learning is not how they learn 
best. 
A second major finding and one of the bundles of convenience was that students 
felt that distance education courses facilitated their learning. This finding was comprised 
of several bundles related to learning styles. The bundles included; learning at times that 
are convenient to me, I am in control of my learning, and DE courses challenge me. 
A third major finding, or bundle, was the social aspect of distance education. The 
social interactions in the distance education classroom had the ability to be controlled. 
The students were able to guide and limit their participation and social interactions. The 
interactions and connections are that of disconnected cohesiveness. The students were 
comfortable with the interactions in the DE classroom. For the distance education 
student, these factors comprise a portion of the bundles of convenience in distance 
education. 
CHAPTER VII 
CONCLUSIONS 
He who does not research has nothing to teach 
Proverb 
The purpose of this study was to unbundle convenience in distance education 
(DE). The study sought to find out what convenience in DE consisted of for these 
students. The phenomenon that is convenient in relation to the convenience in distance 
education is students not required to be physically present in an on-site classroom. The 
classroom was their computer and located in a place that provided them with solace, 
privacy and did not have other students in the room with them. There were many factors 
that made the DE classroom a preference and, therefore, convenient for these students. 
The convenience in distance education is multi-dimensional and complex. As the 
literature reviewed for this study pointed out, student success, retention and satisfaction 
are not related to just one factor, but a varying combination of factors. The same holds 
true for the convenience in distance education, the bundles of convenience are made up 
of many factors woven together. 
Students in this study spoke about various factors that made distance education 
convenient and the best educational choice for them. It is not comprised of one single 
factor but varying combinations of factors. Additionally, while the same factor was 
identified by different students, the reasons that made it a common factor in the bundles 
of convenience differed depending upon the student. For example, several students in 
this study spoke about the ability to access courses on their schedule as a part of the 
bundles of convenience, but the need for access on their schedule had varied definitions 
106 
depending upon which student was defining access and their personal point of view. 
Distance education is an alternative presentation and way of learning that matched the 
varying needs, their likes and dislikes, of these DE'students. Distance education was a 
conscious choice, one borne of convenience, but not convenience as defined by Webster 
(1990) as “accessible or at hand”, but one that facilitated their learning.. 
The reasons for their selection of DE were more complex than simple 
convenience. Distance education is convenient because it provides these students with 
what they want and need from education. DE is also a match with what they do not 
desire from classes, face-to face-interaction. Distance education is convenient because it 
matched their style of learning; it facilitated engagement with the material and their 
classmates on their terms. Those terms and desired methods of engagement are very 
different than those of a student attending face-to-face classes. To quote Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, “One man’s justice is another's injustice; one man's beauty another's ugliness; 
one man's wisdom another's folly.” The on-site student’s ease and comfort with the 
physical classroom is the DE student’s unease and discomfort with that same classroom. 
The Bundles of Convenience 
The convenience in distance education for these students was not a function of 
ease, the inability to leave their homes, a busy schedule, an inability to come to campus, 
or the lack of available time to devote to classes or study time. It was borne of a way of 
learning that conveniently matched the needs of how they learned best and what they did 
not care for in on-site courses. It was a choice made by these students because it allowed 
them the convenience of managing of their learning and their educational time, choosing 
which path(s) it took and making what they perceived as the best use of their educational 
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time. As their stories revealed, the true convenience in distance education was that it 
presented them with differentiated instruction and allowed them to pick from a variety of 
ways to learn and participate in higher education without the pressure and/or distractions 
of the physical classroom setting. 
For the students In this study, taking DE courses was a purposeful choice; 
distance education was not a selection of last resort. Conversely, several of the students 
interviewed felt that taking an on-site course was an option of last resort. These students 
had the ability to access and attend on-site courses; they preferred not to do so. 
All of the students interviewed had taken two or more on-site classes in their 
college careers. Many of these students had taken on-site courses when they couldn’t get 
a required course via distance. A few students alternated between on-site and on-line 
courses, mixing and matching. DE was not a selection borne of no other options 
available and the only way that they could participate in higher education. Distance 
education was a choice that students made because it was the educational experience and 
setting that best met their learning needs. 
I respected these students and the choices that they had made. They knew what 
was best for them, in terms of their learning, their social anxieties and a preference for a 
classroom in which they didn’t have to physically present themselves to others. This was 
at the heart of their bundles of convenience; DE provides what they want and did not 
want in an educational experience. 
For a variety of reasons these students were uncomfortable with physically being 
in a classroom of their peers or simply had no desire for that type of interaction. The 
reasons for this were as varied as the students that were interviewed. These reasons 
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included being stereotyped and/or discriminated against based upon their physical 
appearance. For example, one of the large women interviewed, felt that she was instantly 
dismissed as being uninteresting and not worthy of being listened to when in a face-to- 
face classroom, because of her size. Another student felt that she was only seen as a 
black woman when on-site and that brought certain preconceived notions about who she 
was, right or wrong, in a face-to-face classroom. They did not feel these instant 
judgments based upon appearance were made in the on-line classroom because they were 
not being seen, but being “heard”. That is not to say that judgments weren’t made, but 
students felt they were based upon something concrete such as someone’s writing, 
opinions and work, rather than attributes being assigned based on how someone looked, 
and those judgments were acceptable. One of the bundles of convenience in distance 
education for these students was a lack of instant bias or judgments that can occur in a 
face-to-face setting. 
One of the myths regarding the DE student is that they are “the elephant man”, 
those who are unable to function in society and interact with other people. In setting up 
the interviews and then meeting and talking with these students, it was clear, they were 
very nice, personable people who were willing help someone they did not know complete 
her research. It is of note, however, that in a face-to-face classroom the social aspect 
was disconcerting, distracting, and/or uncomfortable for them. They were intelligent, 
engaging and had no trouble talking to me, expressing their opinions and answering my 
questions. To accommodate my request for an interview and what was convenient for 
them, invitations were extended for me to come to their homes or meet in a coffee shop, 
local library, etc. Many offered to drive and meet half way between my town and theirs, 
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out of concern that I was driving for an hour or more to meet with them (I didn’t take 
anyone up on this). 
Once we began the interviews, it became obvious that distance education 
appeared to be a perfect match to meet the needs of those students who feel that they do 
not learn best in a conventional classroom. These students preferred not to participate in 
the social aspect of the on-site classroom for a variety of reasons. For some, it was the 
anxiety that being in a classroom caused, of having to answer on the spot. For others, 
they wanted a classroom free of the distractions and “noise” of some of the other 
students. In either case, the on-site classroom was fraught with distractions that did not 
allow them to concentrate on learning. For these students the DE classroom did not have 
such distractions. 
I’m In Control, A.K.A. the A1 Haig Syndrome © 
These students saw distance education as convenient because it allowed them to 
be in control of their learning. This really does not mean convenience in the traditional 
sense. It was related to time being very precious to them and they wanted to use it 
efficiently. They had many competing demands on their time and they wanted education 
to be a part of their lives. But, if they were going to devote a large portion of their time 
to education, they wanted to be in control of it. Whether they actually had control or 
whether it was a perceived control, it made DE courses convenient for them. This was an 
important composition of the bundles of the convenience in DE. This control over their 
educational time took many forms and had varied definitions, depending upon the 
student. In general, it meant that DE students wanted to make the most of their 
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educational time and they felt there were more options to do this in their distance 
education classes. 
One way they controlled their educational time was to consciously decide that 
they did not want to spend it being in a classroom listening to a lecture delivered by a 
faculty member. Many students said that they could not learn that way. Lectures, no 
matter how good the lecturer, could not hold their interest or attention. This is related to 
learning style preference. Several students spoke of feeling distracted and unable to 
concentrate in a traditional classroom. They spoke of their mind wandering and their 
thoughts drifting to other things. They were not engaged in the physical classroom. 
For other students, the extreme anxiety of being in the physical classroom 
overshadowed any learning that might occur. The students in this study felt they needed 
to be active learners who were in control of how they learned, how much they learned, 
and in which ways they learned. Their perception, and therefore their reality, is that DE 
gave them varying options and allowed them to control the course of their learning in a 
way that on-site courses could not. 
Several of the students interviewed referenced this phenomenon, of charting the 
path of their learning, of the learning being “hands on” and they felt they were active 
learners when in the DE classroom. Several of these students also did not want to spend 
their educational time listening or interacting with younger, and in their opinion, 
“immature” students. It did not matter to them that they were spending more time on-line 
than they would have been with on-site courses because they felt that it was quality time 
and their time was not being wasted. They felt they were engaged and learning and that 
feeling was liberating, it allowed them to feel in control of their learning. 
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Another way of controlling their time was in the traditional sense that people 
think of DE, they were able to schedule their educational times on the basis of their 
needs. But, it was not necessarily doing class work late at night or when they got home 
from work, after the kids went to bed, it was far more complex than that. It was related to 
scheduling on the basis of their needs, in terms of; what is best for my learning. As the 
students explained it, this included accessing small amounts of material at a time, in order 
to learn and process the material. For others, this meant being so engrossed or interested 
in a topic that they spent many hours on the material and did not want to stop at a 
particular point, but wanted to learn more. Another student defined this as being able to 
go over material repeatedly; it did not always sink in on the first, or even second, reading. 
Some might argue that these students might have learning disabilities, which may be true. 
If so, they have addressed and compensated for the learning disability and their needs 
through distance education. The ability to accommodate the differing ways of meeting 
their educational needs was another facet in the bundles of convenience in distance 
education. 
Learning at times that are convenient for me was a response to the question of 
why do you take DE classes. This is not as cut and dried an answer as one would think. It 
became clear that there were many factors contained in this particular bundle of 
convenience. 
In some instances, students were referring to the convenience of being able to 
access courses and course work at times that were convenient to them, and their schedule. 
Frequently, when these students were referring to learning at times that are convenient to 
them, they were referring to convenient patterns of access to class materials that 
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facilitated their learning. These convenient patterns of access include things such as the 
ability to access materials repeatedly in order to assist in their retention and grasp of the 
material and the ability to go back and review the lectures notes, discussion board 
postings and materials from earlier classes. Sometimes, it meant that they had to learn in 
small time blocks for retention purposes. For other students, it meant accessing their 
courses in larger time chunks to be able to digest and retain the material or topic. Several 
students referred to the ability in the DE classroom to reflect before responding and how 
this led to more thoughtful responses. 
The students in this study felt that these facets of convenience helped them to be 
able to learn the material rather than simply memorizing the material for exams or 
quizzes. Several students commented on the increased retention due to the convenience 
of this method of learning. For these students, one of the bundles of convenience was a 
way of accessing and studying that led to improved understanding and learning of the 
course material. 
I Am Not In an On-Site Classroom 
Another of the bundles of convenience for the students in this study was the relief 
of not being in a traditional on-site classroom. Many of the students interviewed 
expressed the opinion that being in an on-site classroom was distracting and negatively 
affected their ability to learn, participate and engage with the material. For many of these 
students, having to interact face-to-face with others in a classroom made them 
uncomfortable to the point of distraction. They felt they could not concentrate on 
learning or the material. For some, this was due to their physical appearance and being 
judged solely on their appearance. Many times these judgments led them to feel 
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segregated and inconsequential. Other students felt uncomfortably shy when in a 
classroom and rarely, if ever, participated or raised their hand. Some students 
experienced great anxiety from the pressure of the required social interaction and 
participation in the on-site classroom and this overshadowed their thoughts and detracted 
from their ability to concentrate on learning. 
Interestingly, these students frequently judged their on-line classmates and if they 
felt they were young and immature or did not know what they were talking about, made 
them inconsequential with regards to their opinions and work. The students who felt this 
way would filter out the work of the immature student, stop reading their postings and not 
reply to that “type” of student. For them, the filtering was a function of the best 
utilization of their educational time. They were very open about this filtering. This was 
in line with what they had told me regarding their marginalization. They had no problem 
being accepted, rejected or judged based upon their work and opinions, it was being 
rejected or labeled because of how they looked that bothered them. In that vein, they felt 
it was appropriate to dismiss another student based upon the quality of their work. 
Other students simply could not feel comfortable in an on-site classroom. The 
pressure of having to participate or answer when called upon created a great deal of 
anxiety for them and didn’t allow them to concentrate on what was being taught. DE 
courses eliminated this problem for these students. Anyone who has been in a classroom 
has seen these students, they sit in the back of the classroom and sink lower into their 
chairs when the professor poses a question and they have a look of terror that conveys; 
please don’t call on me or make me answer that question. The distance education 
students could take time to formulate responses and submit them on their schedule. DE 
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students do not have to deal with lots of eyes on them (or their perception of everyone 
staring at them). As Christine noted, when she is responding on line it is almost like she 
is anonymous. The bundles in convenience of DE^ in this instance, are related to its 
ability to remove the anxiety and pressure that these students feel in a face-to-face 
classroom and allow them to focus on learning. 
These students knew or came to realize in the course of taking distance education 
classes they were able to enhance their learning and retain material. Additionally, they 
felt comfortable interacting with their peers in the on-line environment. The angst of 
face-to face interaction was removed in a DE classroom. Students felt shielded and 
protected from the stares, prejudices or judgments that might be garnered if someone was 
looking only at their appearance. 
This study has unbundled convenience in distance education. The bundles of 
convenience were composed of many different factors for the students in this study. 
There are multiple reasons that students find distance education their first choice when it 
comes to accessing higher education. For the students interviewed, it came down to 
being able to manage their own learning, by guiding themselves through the on-line 
material they were given to work with, not having to deal with the social setting and 
accompanying baggage of a face-to-face classroom and in their opinion, being judged on 
their intellect and not their appearance(s). 
Another of the bundles of the convenience in distance education was the 
anonymity that DE provided them. Many of those interviewed were extremely anxious 
when in an on-site classroom and the stress actually distracted them from learning 
anything, it made them focus on their discomfort in the social setting. DE provided a veil 
of anonymity, no one could see them. There were not a dozen or more eyes focused on 
them as they responded to a question. Participation was something that the pressure of 
the on-site classroom made virtually impossible for many of these students, it made them 
freeze up or feel painfully uncomfortable. In the DE classroom, the pressure and 
accompanying anxiety, perceived or real, of having to answer on the spot was removed. 
Distance education afforded the students the ability to reflect and take time to formalize 
responses and engage with their classmates. 
Implications for Practice 
While students may have initially selected DE for reasons they called 
convenience, what we see is that there are many bundles that comprise their continued 
preference for distance education courses. Convenience seemed to be a catch phrase that 
served as a cover for the underlying reasons that compelled students to initially select and 
then remain in DE courses. It appeared from the data gathered in this study, that students 
had many reasons that led to their continued selection of distance education courses. 
Most of these factors had little to do with what would be considered the typical definition 
of convenience. 
But of course, on occasion, convenience just means convenience. As David 
stated, “You can't be late for class when your taking distance ed (sic) courses, only late 
for assignments”. This research acknowledges there are some students who do take DE 
courses because it is the only way, from a time constraint or lack of available options that 
they can take courses and engage in higher education. This type of student selects 
distance education not by choice, but because of a lack of choice, as a last resort. This 
research study, albeit a small study, concludes that this is not your typical DE student. 
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Based on the findings of this study, typical DE students are those who are purposefully 
selecting distance education because of the advantages it affords them, as learners. 
It appears that the convenience of distance education is defined by not only what 
it offers students, but what it does not offer. Distance education does not offer a social 
setting, a physical meeting space or face-to-face interaction. Elimination of the social 
pressure is a large part of the bundles of convenience in distance education for those 
students who find interacting in a classroom full of people uncomfortable, and 
sometimes, painful. DE allows them to concentrate on learning and the material being 
presented. In the distance classroom, the anxiety of all eyes being on them, whether 
perceived or real is gone. Students respond from the protection of their computer, other 
students are not staring at them, they do not feel anxious. It makes perfect sense; if social 
settings, having to interact, having to answer on the spot when called on, being stared at, 
etc., can cause great anxiety in these students, of course DE is convenient because it 
removes these obstacles. DE is convenient because it allows them to concentrate on 
learning. 
A student’s ease or unease defines their classroom experience. Imagine walking 
into each class feeling anxious and uncomfortable to the point that you cannot 
concentrate on learning in that type of environment. Some of the students interviewed 
didn’t have to imagine that, they lived it, when attending on-site classes. Additionally, 
you are not a contributing member of a class in which the setting makes you unable to 
focus on learning. 
DE has created an environment in which this type of student can and does feel at 
ease, one in which they can concentrate on their learning. A student’s education and 
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educational experience is defined by what they do with it, how they utilize what is being 
given to them and what is being taught. In Academe, we are aware that you can have an 
excellent professor who engages students, but if students cannot engage because of a lack 
of desire, or students who are in class that are tired or sick or hungry, they are not going 
to get much out of that class or contribute to the class. Knowledge is not imparted, it has 
to be presented, received and then processed. When in an on-site classroom, the DE 
student is not receiving or processing knowledge. 
We wouldn’t dream of giving a blind student a printed text because they couldn’t 
utilize a book in that format. For many DE students, including some of those interviewed 
in this study, they cannot utilize the on-site classroom because of their anxieties and 
differing learning styles. They need the alternative format of distance education in order 
to fully engage in and focus on their learning. The ability to participate fully in their 
learning and get the most out of their education makes DE convenient for these students. 
Areas for Future Research 
So much of the literature in the DE has focused on comparison of distance to on¬ 
site classrooms and is DE as good as face-to face. That focus is not helpful. The 
experiences of the students in this study have told us that this is not what we should be 
studying, with regards to distance education. The DE student and the on-site student 
have differing needs. Comparing the on-site to DE is truly comparing apples to oranges 
and not the most useful thing to study. Distance education is here and growing each year 
(Allen & Seaman, 2007). Future research should focus on areas that will improve and 
strengthen distance education. Research that concentrates on the students and why DE 
works for them would be data that faculty and institutions should be actively seeking. 
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How can we improve the DE experience for these students? Pascarella and Terrenzini 
(1998) remind us that the profile of the students entering higher education are changing 
and we need to be aware of who they are and what' they need. 
Further research needs to be done in the area of learning styles and the connection 
to distance education. Based upon this study, it seems clear that institutions need to be 
aware of these students and the reasons, bundled under convenience, that make them seek 
out the distance education experience over an on-site educational experience. Students in 
this study were very honest about the fact that they have had wonderful, engaging 
distance courses and professors and they had had some that left a lot to be desired, but 
they still preferred DE over a face-to-face class. Several students expressed the opinion 
that faculty did not always understand the needs and wants of an on-line student and 
simply moved their on-site lecture and methods to the Internet. We need to expand our 
understanding of this different type of student and their needs; they are not the same as 
the students who attend on-site classes. Institutions can utilize this data to assist faculty 
who are currently teaching on-line or planning to teach on-line. The distance education 
courses and faculty teaching them would be more effective for these students, if they had 
a better understanding of who the DE student is and how they learn. The reasons that 
they are selecting DE over on-site contain valuable information for institutions, as well as 
faculty. 
This was a small study; this research could be expanded to a larger population in 
future research. Distance education is not a fit for every student and this study has 
demonstrated that students who actively seek a distance classroom have specific needs. 
Conversely, face-to-face classes are not a good match for all students, either. Using the 
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results of this study as a starting point, future research could further explore the types of 
students that seek and take DE courses. Gaining further data on these students and their 
preferences, as they relate to distance education can only strengthen the increasing 
distance education offerings and thereby experiences for future DE students. 
Conclusion 
It is not the ease of access or lack of travel that is the mainstay of convenience in 
DE for the students in this case study. The bundles of convenience are complex and 
consist of many factors. This study revealed that if you unbundle the convenience in DE, 
you will find that the convenience in distance education is related to it being convenient 
to the students’ methods of learning. The varied learning styles, differentiated 
instruction, virtual anonymity and elimination of the distractions and face-to-face social 
interactions that on-site classrooms contain, were all bundles of the convenience of 
distance education for these students. 
Many of the students in this study have characterized the on-site classroom as a 
place that does not facilitate their learning. There are those who take exception and 
disagree with what these students have said regarding their lack of learning in the on-site 
classroom and the richer learning of the distance education classroom. These students 
were not condemning on-site classrooms, they were simply saying they were not a good 
match for them and their needs. But, it must be kept in mind; these are their feelings and 
perceptions. They are very different than those of the on-site student. This is one of the 
reason why comparisons of quality and is it as good as face-to-face are not questions that 
are helpful, for Academe to research, when looking at distance education. Quality should 
be an issue and a goal to strive for in all classrooms. Addressing how we can meet the 
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educational and learning needs of the distance education student is a much more 
important focus for future research. 
The Chinese proverb that was at the beginning of the study, “Teachers open the 
door.. .you enter yourself.” was an appropriate start to the dissertation because distance 
education provided the entry to higher education for the group of students interviewed. It 
is also an appropriate place to end the discussion of this study. As the interviews 
revealed, these students selected DE because it allowed them to literally enter the 
classroom by themselves, not with others. They did not wish to have the physical 
presence of a teacher or fellow students in the room with them, when they entered the 
distance education classroom, this is at the heart of convenience in distance education. 
The bundles of convenience in distance education and the distant education 
student are similar to a jigsaw puzzle in which the pieces interlock and fit perfectly to 
form a picture. All the things students need and do not need from courses and cannot get 
in an on-site course, because of their social shortcomings and learning eccentricities 
(some may say disabilities), match perfectly with what distance education does and does 
not provide. When the students interviewed took on-site courses they found the various 
pieces never quite fit together, it did not match with their needs. With distance education, 
the students found that the different bundles of convenience interlocked, they fit together 
and added up to a completed puzzle. In this case, the pieces that match so perfectly 
together form the finished puzzle, which is a picture of the bundles of convenience in 
distance education. This study has unbundled the convenience in distance education, it 
let the student stories define the meaning of the bundles of convenience in distance 
education. 
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APPENDIX A 
HUMAN SUBJECTS REVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
_Debbie L. Bellucci_ W 413-755-4334 H 413-596-5231 
Student’s Name Local Telephone # 
14620749 dbellucei@stcc.edu 
Student ID Number E-Mail Address 
Concentration: Higher Education EPRA_ 
Please answer the following questions: 
1. How will human participants be used? 
Human participants will be voluntarily participating in an interview conducted by 
the researcher. 
2. How have you ensured that the rights and welfare of the human participants will be 
adequately protected? 
The rights and welfare of the participants will be protected on several fronts, the 
subject area that is the topic of inquiry is not of a sensitive nor controversial 
nature, secondly (and most importantly), subjects will be made aware, in print and 
in discussion, that they are able to stop the interview at any time and an informed 
consent form explaining the study and how the identity of participants will be 
protected will be given to each interviewee. 
3. How will you provide information about your research methodology to the participants 
involved? 
Information about the research methodology will be put forth in the request for 
participants. Additionally, it will be explained prior to the start of the interview. 
4. How will you obtain the informed voluntary consent of the human participants or their 
legal guardians? Please attach a copy of your consent form. 
The voluntary consent form will be explained and given to each interviewee, for 
signature, prior to the start of the interview. 
5. How will you protect the identity and/or confidentiality of your participants? 
Attach an abstract of your proposal. 
The participants will be identified in the study through the use of pseudonyms. 
The questions being asked relate to experiences and opinions regarding distance 
education and would not be of a nature that could be identified with a specific 
individual. 
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APPENDIX B 
DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH 
Dear Student: 
My name is Debbie Bellucci; I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst in the Higher Education, Policy and Research Administration Program. I am 
working on my dissertation thesis and my interest is in researching why students are 
interested in distance education. The results will assist those who are currently involved 
in designing, implementing or using distance education courses and programs at higher 
education institutions. 
This research will involve interviewing students who are currently taking 50% of their 
education via distance education courses. The initial request for participants will be made 
via the learning management system at the college. This request will ask for students, 
meeting the criteria, who would be willing to participate in a one-hour interview. The 
second phase will be the interviews with randomly selected students. The interviews will 
be used to determine student’s interest in distance education courses. 
The interviews will take approximately one hour. They will be tape recorded, for 
purposes of accuracy and to provide a basis for creating a written record of the responses. 
The information will be kept confidential and will be transferred to a paper format. The 
information gained from the interviews and the questionnaire will be reported in my 
dissertation, but will be shared confidentially, as a summary of the findings and the 
names of the participants nor colleges that they attend will be used nor divulged. To 
protect your identity, all participants will be referred by the use of pseudonyms. All 
participating interviewee’s names will be kept in confidence. 
Your participation is voluntary and you may chose not to participate at any time. You 
also have the right to look at the materials used in the study and to request a summary of 
the findings, if you desire. 
The attached informed consent requires your signature. Your signature indicates that you 
have read the above summary of the project, understand the information and have signed 
willingly. I have supplied two copies of the attached consent form; each will need to be 
signed if you are willing to participate in the study. One copy will be retained by me, for 
my confidential records, the other copy is for your records. As referenced earlier, your 
consent may be withdrawn at any time. I appreciate your willingness to participate in this 
study. 
Sincerely, 
Debbie L. Bellucci 
Work: 413-755-4334 
e-mail: bellucci@educ.umass.edu 
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APPENDIX C 
CONSENT FOR VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that: 
1. I will be interviewed by Debbie Bellucci, using a guided interview format 
consisting of seven questions. 
2. The questions I will be asked relate to my thoughts on on-line courses and 
learning. I understand that the primary purpose of this research is to find out the 
perceptions of students currently involved with distance education courses. 
3. The interview will be tape recorded to ensure accuracy and assist in analysis of 
the data. 
4. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally, in any way or at any 
time. I understand that participants referenced in the dissertation will be identified 
by pseudonyms. 
5. I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time. 
6. I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other publication. 
7. I understand that results from this survey will be included in Debbie Bellucci’s 
doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to 
professional journals for publication. 
8. Iam free to participate or not to participate without prejudice. 
9. Because of the small number of participants, approximately ten, the general 
nature of the topic area and questions being asked, I understand that there is a 
very slight risk that I could be identified as a participant of this study. 
Researcher’s Signature Participant’s Signature 
Date Date 
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APPENDIX D 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Distance Education "Students 
Interview Questions 
Those being interviewed would be told that I am conducting research regarding student 
interest in on-line courses and learning. This is to avoid leading them and getting 
genuine answers rather than the answers they think I want. The only assumption that I 
can make about these students is that they are taking DE courses. 
Why did you first take a distance ed course? 
Will you continue to take distance education courses? 
Do you take on-site courses? 
What does your family think about you taking DE courses? 
What are the characteristics of the distance ed courses? 
If you were master of the universe and could create your courses, what would your 
education look like? 
What did you like about high school? 
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APPENDIX E 
CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS 
If you are willing to assist a UMASS doctoral student 
and participate in a one hour interview about 
students in distance education 
Click here (active link to http://stcc.edu/faculty/bellucci/htm ) 
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APPENDIX F 
STUDENT DATA QUESTIONNAIRE 
1. I am 18 years of age or older 
□ Yes 
□ No 
2. I have taken at least 3 DE (100%) courses 
□ Yes 
□ No 
3. I have taken at least 50% of my courses at this college via Distance courses. 
□ Yes 
□ No 
4. Your College: (Pseudonyms are used here, the questionnaire used had the actual 
names of the community colleges) 
□ a.k.a. Orre Community College 
□ a.k.a. Melby Community College 
□ a.k.a. Smith Community College 
5. Name_ 
6. Please provide contact information: 
e-mail address_ 
Phone number 
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